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Latin American Union Against Sexually Transmitted Diseases (ULACETS)

Background

The Latin American Union against Sexually Transmitted Diseases (ULACETS) is a nonprofit NGO created 25 years ago to promote efforts to combat sexually transmitted infections (STI) in the Region of the Americas. The President in 1998‑1999 was Dr. Paulo Naud, headquartered in Porto Alegre, RS, Brazil and, since September 1999, Dr. Hilda Abreu, headquartered in Montevideo, Uruguay. The legal headquarters of ULACETS is São Paulo, Brazil.
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Work Plan for Collaborative Activities

This organization was created 25 years ago in response to the spread of STI in the Region and the need to heighten medical and social awareness of the problem.

In November 1975, during the 8th Ibero-American Congress of Dermatology (El Salvador), the Union was founded with the support of some 100 professionals from the Region and from European and North American organizations such as WHO and PAHO. In 1977 the first Latin American conference was held under the auspices of PAHO/WHO and attended by the world’s most renowned professionals in the field.

Since then, regional meetings have been held every two years, with Uruguay serving as host in 1985 under the Presidency of Dr. Raul Vignale. The last three events were held in Chile in 1995, Peru in 1997, and Brazil in 1999.

The meetings in Chile and Peru fulfilled the objectives of ULACETS very satisfactorily, bringing together more than 1,500 people from all over the Region and all related disciplines. These events were marked by the active participation, both in the preparations and during the event, of the directors of the Latin American AIDS programs, and of the following organizations: UNAIDS, PAHO, WHO, the European Community, LACADO, Civilian-Military Partnership, and the Regional Council of People Living with HIV/AIDS of Latin America and the Caribbean.

During the last Latin American Congress in Salvador de Bahía in 1999, despite vigorous efforts on the part of ULACETS to avoid it, a rift occurred among the regional forces working in the struggle against STD. Unable to remedy the situation, we resigned from the Union’s Organizing Committee, together with Dr. Ernesto Guerrero, former President of ULACETS. This led, for the first time, to a lack of support from the aforementioned organizations and the failure of international NGOs to participate, at a time when pooling the efforts of the greatest possible number of actors is critical for combating these pandemics.

This misunderstanding with the Presidency (Dr. Paulo Naud, Brazil) led the Executive Committee of ULACETS and its electors to call for a substantial change in the international relations of the Union, consistent with its traditional policies. Consequently, Dr. Naud was not reelected, and Uruguay was unanimously requested to assume the new Presidency and lead the negotiations to restore harmony in the Region, in the understanding that 25 years of bold, impartial efforts on the part of many people to address specific problems could not come to naught.

This Presidency is committed and willing to give the best of itself to fulfill its difficult mission.

In addition, but no less important, is the fact that Uruguay has been selected to be the first country in Latin America to host the World Congress on STI/AIDS, sponsored by the International Union against Sexually Transmitted Infections (IUSTI) in 2003.

This in itself is reason enough to restore the natural ties of cooperation in the Region and improve relations with the international NGOs. It is also a powerful motive for promoting research and interest in STI. There can be no World Congress without the full participation of all actors involved.

We have therefore begun to make the corresponding national and international contacts, encountering greater receptivity in all areas.

One the most important achievements of ULACETS in terms of health policy in this decade was the adoption of a resolution by the Pan American Sanitary Conference in 1994 and the Directing Council of PAHO in 1995, proposing the elimination of congenital syphilis as public health problem in the Region.

Recognition of the need to eliminate congenital syphilis grew out of a multicenter study with the participation of the Southern Cone countries under the auspices of PAHO. Once the problem was identified, a campaign was launched to raise awareness about the problem among those responsible for public health in the countries. Several countries of the Region, Bolivia among them, have implemented strategic plans that have yielded good results, in keeping with this spirit and with the support of PAHO.

Uruguay, as one of the participants in this study, developed a strategy adapted to its particular needs for use in primary care services (where the populations at greater risk are found), utilizing a simple technology accessible in terms of both its execution and cost.

This program was presented to the General Health Bureau in 1998, and its approval is pending.

ULACETS understood from the outset that the struggle against AIDS required the countries to strengthen their policies and programs in public health, focusing on the prevention and control of all sexually transmitted diseases. The correctness of this approach was subsequently validated, since it was determined that sexually transmitted diseases are the principal risk factor for acquiring HIV infection. The Union worked intensely to train human resources to develop these strategic plans, involving groups and organizations that were key for the prevention of STI, including HIV/AIDS. To this end, an international course on the Planning and Administration of STD Programs in Latin America has been offered on five occasions, producing some 150 graduates from all the Latin American countries, many of whom hold important positions in the ministries of health. This impact of this course, sponsored by PAHO, the European Community, and USAID, has been considered highly satisfactory.

In this same line of work, the Argentine chapter of the Union, in collaboration with educators from all the countries, is developing a Virtual Master’s Program for dissemination among physicians who deal with the problem on a day-to-day basis, in an attempt to fill the gaps in the curriculum and offer continuing medical education in this area.

Pursuant to its mandate to promote and encourage changes in opinions and behavior at both the personal and organizational level, ULACETS has developed working relations with the armed forces of several countries of the Region (Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, Panama, Peru, and others), creating the Civilian-Military Partnership against STD/AIDS, which has participated in a variety of coordinated activities, including the production of materials, workshops, and the training of multipliers to work with military personnel and the community.

With regard to sex workers, Uruguay has served as the model for the promotion of a new concept based on respect for human beings and the individual freedoms enshrined in the National Constitution. This concept has been reflected in the legislation under consideration by the national legislature in this area and in the participation of Uruguayan experts in all the international forums to which ULACETS has been invited. In terms of technical cooperation, the National Unions, in coordination with Dr. Dillon’s laboratory in Canada, have promoted and are participating in a program to monitor antibiotic resistance in Neisseria gonorrheae.

The work of Uruguayan technical personnel in the characterization of gonococcus strains was honored by the Congress of Lima, Peru. ULACETS, with the support of PAHO/WHO and the pharmaceutical industry, has promoted and is conducting research in several countries of the Region on topics such as genital herpes, emphasizing the prevention of neonatal transmission, human papilloma virus, cervical cancer, and streptococcus B; strategies for the prevention of maternal and neonatal infection; and prevalence studies on Chlamydia trachomatis and associated risk factors.

ULACETS has also been the main collaborator and actor in the implementation of syndromic management of STI patients in the various countries. The advice of its experts has been fundamental for obtaining a response that is both satisfactory and adequate to the situation in each country in the Region; this has been achieved with coordinated work in close collaboration with PAHO/WHO.

Promotion of the epidemiological management of STI has substantially improved the level of care and has led professionals in all areas to take an interest in these pathologies. ULACETS has extensive experience in collaborating with NGOs to reach people living with HIV—for example, sex workers, young people, and military personnel in programs for health promotion and disease prevention.

Finally, because of its uninterrupted activity in scientific and social aspects of STI, ULACETS has become a source of information in this area, consulted by political and social forces, as exemplified by Uruguay through its legislature and the ministries of health.

Thus, the Union has clearly played—and will continue to play—a major role as a source and promoter of research in the struggle against STI. In the name of ULACETS this Presidency would like to express its gratitude for the collaboration that it has received to date from PAHO and to state that it will be present when the Executive Committee meets to clarify any doubts that may arise from this brief report.

