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SINCE AIDS FIRST SURFACED IN LOS ANGELES IN 1981, INTERNATIONAL CONCERN HAS 

moved from the United States, Canada, and Europe to Africa and then to Asia. Now

there’s a growing appreciation that countries in Latin America and the Caribbean also

have devastating HIV/AIDS epidemics, as well as some of the most creative and forceful

responses seen anywhere. The following stories provide an in-depth look at both the

epidemics and the responses, highlighting the affected communities, clinicians,

researchers, and governmental and nongovernmental organizations alike. 

Over the course of 9 months, Science correspondent Jon Cohen visited 12 countries

that together represent the varied contours of the epidemic in this vast region, as well as

the overlapping forces that drive HIV’s spread. Cohen and photographer Malcolm

Linton visited clinics, brothels, laboratories, shooting galleries, ministries of health,

gay sex clubs, universities, slums, migrant way stations, prisons, and the homes of many

people who struggle to live with the virus. 

The Caribbean has been particularly hard hit, although the epidemic in Haiti

appears to have peaked (p. 470). Heterosexual sex is the main mode of spread

throughout the islands, and sex workers, some of whom cater to tourists (p. 474), often

have high infection rates. Poverty and migration also fuel HIV’s spread, as is apparent

in the shantytowns that abut former sugar plantations in the Dominican Republic

(p. 473). Puerto Rico has a staggering problem in injecting drug users (p. 475).

Throughout Mexico and Central America, men who have sex with men play a leading

role in HIV’s spread, although only the Mexican government has focused research and

prevention campaigns on this population (p. 477). Honduras has novel programs to help

descendents of African slaves known as Garifunas, who have a particularly high HIV

prevalence (p. 481), and Belize is working to slow the spread among gang members

(p. 483). Guatemala is struggling both to get a handle on the scale of its epidemic and to

rapidly expand anti-HIV treatment to people most in need (p. 480).

Brazil dominates South America in its size, population, and the number of

HIV-infected people who live there. The country has pioneered in offering “universal

access” to antiretroviral treatment, but the escalating cost of the drugs poses a tremendous

challenge (p. 484). In neighboring Argentina, the main mode of transmission has shifted

from people injecting cocaine and men having sex with men to heterosexual sex (p. 487).

And Peru, unlikely as it may seem, has become a research magnet for cutting-edge

treatment and prevention trials (p. 488).

No countries in Latin America and the Caribbean have the double-digit prevalences

frequently seen in sub-Saharan Africa, and its total population is not even half that of

India, which alone has more infected people. Still, as should become clear at the XVI

International AIDS Conference to be held from 13 to 18 August in Toronto, Canada,

many opportunities exist to help countries in the region avoid some of the problems

experienced elsewhere. And as these stories document, changes are desperately needed

in many locales now, as HIV can be counted on to exploit every opportunity it can find.

A Kaiser Family Foundation Media Fellowship (www.kff.org) helped support

Cohen’s reporting for this project. All photographs are by Malcolm Linton. More of

Linton’s photographs, and the stories behind them, can be seen on Science’s Web site

(www.sciencemag.org/sciext/aidsamericas). 

–LESLIE ROBERTS AND JON COHEN
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