Your World Aids Day supplement  failed to mention that 'male circumcision' is by far the best path to prevention of the spread of Aids. The feature's map showing the African epicentres of the disease proved the validity of my contention, since none of the countries highlighted is in north Africa, with its majority Muslim population which routinely practises male circumcision. Your map did show Nigeria as a severely affected country, but singled out Lagos in the south, with its non-Islamic majority. A similar map of the former Soviet Union would also show Aids is concentrated in the non-Islamic north rather than in the southern republics. A study presented at the Aids conference in Bangkok in 2004 compared the incidence of Aids in mainly circumcised (because Muslim) men in Yaounde (Cameroon) and mainly uncircumcised Christian/animist men in Kisumu in Kenya. It showed an eight times higher probability of HIV/Aids infection in Kisumu than in Yaounde.

A recent issue of New Scientist belatedly makes the same correlation, long known to specialists in the field such as Roger Short, whose  work explains that the inverse correlation between the incidences of Aids and male circumcision is due to the nature of the tissue in the foreskin, which for millennia has been known to be a risk factor in venereal disease, especially when facilities for personal hygiene as in most of Africa are exiguous. 

Adding Short's epidemiological work to the obvious geographical correlations raises important issues. First, prevention is better than cure, and the governments of the countries with the worst incidences of HIV/Aids should be encouraged to promote voluntary surgical circumcision. Second, the Aids treatment industry should admit that drugs are at best only palliative and already show diminishing returns. The ability of the Aids virus to mutate far exceeds the speed at which new drugs are being developed, so that in the long run, Aids will die out only when most men are circumcised.

Tim Curtin

(Emeritus Faculty, Australian National University)

3 Magrath Place

Spence ACT 2615

Australia

T: 612-62595644

www.timcurtin.com

