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Community volunteers help expand HIV/AIDS prevention efforts 

Sarasota County is one of 18 Florida counties that received funding from the Florida Department of Health to help reduce the impact of HIV infection and AIDS on the black community. The Gatekeeper Project was developed as one way to make it easier for African Americans to get an HIV test, and to learn how to prevent the spread of HIV/AIDS. Ten volunteers from Sarasota’s Newtown community were recently trained to conduct HIV counseling and screening, as part of an effort to expand existing HIV testing and education efforts. The Gatekeeper Volunteers will be involved in the HIV testing efforts at Fredd Atkins Park on Tuesday, June 26 from 4 to 7 p.m. They will also assist with educating the public about HIV/AIDS on Friday, June 29 from 7 to 10 p.m. at the Hollywood 20 Movie Theater.

Those who want to get involved will need to attend an orientation meeting, complete an application and successfully complete the required trainings in mid-July. This outreach effort is made possible by a $5,000 grant with $7,500 in gift card incentives that was awarded to Project Unity, a collaborative program that provides education, outreach, HIV testing and other support services. Project Unity partners include Community AIDS Network (CAN), Genesis Health Services, Multicultural Health Institute and Project Challenge.   

African Americans are disproportionately affected by HIV/AIDS. At every stage of this disease, African Americans are the hardest hit racial or ethnic group. Underlying factors, including reduced access to medical care, poverty, and other Sexually Transmitted Diseases (STDs) increase the threat of acquiring HIV.  Too often HIV status is learned after the infection has progressed to the point of needing emergency room care. Knowing one’s HIV status is crucial in helping people get access to medical treatment, and in reducing the spread of HIV infection.

To further increase awareness, Sarasota County residents can expect to see televised public service announcements (PSAs) that are part of the Florida Department of Health Bureau of HIV/AIDS, “You Make the Change” campaign. To view these PSAs, visit http://www.wemakethechange.com/english/campaign/tv.htm
The Sarasota County Area Transit (SCAT) has also generously provided space in their buses for posters, and information is being included in Tempo News, a newspaper that serves the black community.   

For more information on the Gatekeeper Project or other HIV/AIDS initiatives, call Joan Surso at 

941-861-2976, or log on to the HIV/AIDS Network of Sarasota County (HANS) website, www.hivsarasota.org.

