DEALING WITH AIDS IN THE WORKPLACE

AIDS DOES AFFECT EVERY EMPLOYER

(First article in a series of three)

Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS) is an epidemic in Africa.  At times employers tend to forget the real threat AIDS holds for the survival of their business.  AIDS was first observed in 1980.  It is commonly accepted that AIDS is caused by the Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV).  Being HIV positive refers to a situation when HIV antibodies were detected.

As the HIV virus disables the immune system the likelihood of HIV positive workers falling prey to illnesses such as TB is very high.  TB and other infections take advantage of a person’s depleted immune system and are referred to as “opportunistic” infections.  According to “Global Health Reporting Organisation” statistics the state of HIV/AIDS in the world, South Africa and its neighbouring states are:

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	             HIV/AIDS statistical information at the end of 2005 obtained from a number of resources
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	South
	
	
	
	

	
	World
	Africa
	Africa
	Botswana
	Zimbabwe
	Lesotho
	Swaziland

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	People living with HIV/AIDS
	40.3
	25.8
	6.3
	
	
	
	

	Adult infection rate
	
	7.20%
	16.00%
	37.30%
	24.60%
	28.90%
	38.80%

	People infected with HIV in 2005
	4.9
	3.2
	
	
	
	
	

	AIDS deaths in 2005
	3.1
	2.4
	
	
	
	
	


Of the 40,3m people who are living with AIDS worldwide, nearly a quarter, 9.5m, are living in South Africa and its bordering countries.  It has statistically been proven that developing countries are more vulnerable to the pandemic.  According to “The Star” of 13 September 1999 the pandemic killed 11 million people since mid 1980.

South Africa is at a very high risk from the pandemic.  The first AIDS cases in South Africa were diagnosed in 1982 and the first death was reported in 1985.  The life expectancy for South Africans has dropped from 63 years in 1996 to 55 years in 1999 as a result of this pandemic.

The peak ages for HIV infection, due to transmission, are 18 to 25 years with the peak age for AIDS deaths being 5 to 10 years later.  It is at these ages when employees are supposed to enjoy the highest physical strength in their lives.  Children between 0 to 4 years are at a high risk due to mother to child transmission of the disease.

Item 1.2 of the Code of Good Practice on Key Aspects of HIV/AIDS and Employment (the Code) recognises that the HIV/AIDS epidemic will affect every workplace, with prolonged staff illness, absenteeism, and death impacting on productivity, employee benefits, occupational health and safety, production costs and workplace morale.

The effects of AIDS / HIV on the employer, the workplace, productivity and profits include:

· disruption of production;

· low workforce morale;

· more sick leave being taken thereby increasing cost and decreasing production;

· more expenses in respect of health care and / or health care benefits;

· more expenditure in respect of recruitment and selection;

· more expenditure in respect of training recruits;

· more family responsible leave to care for people with AIDS;

· more short term leave to attend funerals;

· more awareness training in respect of AIDS / HIV and the cost thereof; and

· higher taxes to fund the public health system.

Employers tried multi-skill as solution, thereby ensuring that internal replacement labour is available.  It soon became obvious that this is an expensive alternative and did not realise the anticipated rewards.

Given the enormous influence of AIDS on the employer and the business, one can understand the reason for item 14 of the Code.  It requires from employers and trade unions to develop strategies to understand, assess and respond to the impact of HIV/AIDS in their particular workplace and sector.  This assessment should include risk profiles and assessment of the direct and indirect costs of HIV/AIDS.

One must also take note of the financial burden on the person affected and his or her immediate family and friends.  Once a person with HIV cannot continue employment the financial burden for his or her livelihood will shift to his or her family and friends.

Competent labour law consultants will be able to assist employers in the developing, drafting and adoption of strategies to evaluate, understand, assess and respond on the impact of HIV/AIDS in their particular workplace and sector.  This will be a valuable contribution to any business plan.
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