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COMMENTARY:

Climate protection can learn 
from the AIDS movement
Jeremy Brecher and Kevin Fisher

Climate protection advocacy can learn from the success of the International AIDS Conference in forging 
a powerful global movement of scientists, non-governmental organizations and civil society.

In July 2014 as many as twenty thousand 
scientists, health professionals, 
community leaders and people living 

with HIV/AIDS from all over the world will 
converge in Melbourne, Australia for the 
twentieth International AIDS Conference 
(IAC). The biennial meeting has become 
the epicentre of a massive global advocacy 
effort not only for global access to life-
saving antiretroviral drugs, but also for 
the human rights of those living with and 
affected by HIV. Its successes in uniting 
civil society and scientists across the world 
provide those of us working for climate 
protection with an important lesson on the 
power of global advocacy — and suggest a 
possible way to move beyond our current 
climate deadlock.

Recently, Jim Kim (president of the 
World Bank) recognized the potential 
application of HIV/AIDS advocacy to 
climate protection, noting: “Part of what 
is necessary to drive political action on 
climate change is a genuine grassroots 
movement, something that is currently 
missing. Action on HIV/AIDS came only 
after activists went into national health 
institutes, threw blood and demanded 
change. I keep asking: Where is the plan for 
that?’ We don’t have it yet”1.

Over the past 20 years, the IAC has 
played a significant role in shaping the 
critical steps in the global response to the 
HIV epidemic. The conference started as a 
scientific meeting in 1985, and then evolved 
into a robust partnership between scientists 
and civil society. It has been at the forefront 
of the important advances in the HIV/AIDS 
movement. The 1996 meeting in Vancouver 
announced the success of HAART; the 
highly active antiretroviral drug treatment 
that began to save lives overnight where 
no truly effective treatment had previously 
existed. The 2000 meeting in Durban, the 
first in an African country2, began the 
movement for universal treatment that 

has resulted in seven million people now 
accessing treatment for HIV across Africa 
while new HIV infections and deaths 
from AIDS continue to fall.3 The meetings 
have mobilized resources, challenged 
governments, promoted science based 
policies and given the community a voice4,5. 

Of course the climate protection 
movement has had its own significant 
meetings. There is an annual Conference 
of Parties (COP) to the UN Framework 
Convention on Climate Change that might 
seem to be similar. The COPs also involve 

up to ten thousand people converging 
from around the globe to focus on an 
issue of grave global concern. But the 
difference is that the COPs represent 
governments, with a penumbra of scientists 
and representatives of civil society meeting 
around the fringe. 

The IAC, in contrast, is at its core 
a meeting of scientists, implementers, 
physicians and those people and 
communities directly affected by HIV. 
It is independent of governments, 
although it partners with host countries 
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Opening Day march urging African governments to meet their AIDS funding commitments at ICASA in 
Addis Abbia, Ethiopia, 2011.
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and multilateral organizations such as 
UNAIDS. It is therefore able to serve 
as an independent vehicle for revealing 
‘inconvenient truths’, often in front of 
the international media. Governments 
participate, but they do not set the 
agenda  — although some governments 
do expand their HIV treatment and care 
programmes in advance of the meetings 
to avoid being singled out for criticism. 
Surprisingly, there is no equivalent 
independent global gathering for climate 
protection advocates.

The IAC focuses on opening dialogue 
and creating a supportive environment 
for research. But it has often served as 
an international forum for pressuring 
or shaming governments into changing 
their policies. For example, at the 1987 
conference in Washington DC, highly 
publicized demonstrations took place 
against US President Ronald Reagan’s 
failure to make a public statement on the 
AIDS epidemic and the US Food and Drug 
Administration’s cautious approach to 
experimental treatments for AIDS. At the 
1989 conference in Montreal, Canadian 
activists protested against the lack of a 
federally funded AIDS strategy and also 
denounced the US ban on entry for people 
with AIDS.

But it was in Durban in 2000 that 
the IAC had perhaps its most profound 
impact. When South African President 
Thabo Mbeki publicly doubted that HIV 
caused AIDS or that HIV even occurred 
in South Africa, 5,000 scientists from 
around the world published the Durban 
Declaration confirming the overwhelming 
scientific evidence about the causes of 
AIDS6. And at the closing ceremony 
Nelson Mandela condemned the South 
African government’s irresponsibility in a 
call for unity in the fight against the HIV/
AIDS epidemic that was widely embraced7. 
Momentum from the Durban conference 
led to ground-breaking commitment to 
greater access to antiretroviral drugs. 
The next year, the UN General Assembly 
set ambitious goals for AIDS treatment, 
prevention and care (and has continued 
to increase those goals), challenging 
governments and multilateral organizations 
to deliver. The Durban meeting led the 
South African government to ultimately 
reverse its position and begin to grapple 
seriously with its AIDS crisis. 

The 2004 conference was held in 
Bangkok in part to highlight Thailand’s 
success against AIDS, and also to draw 
global attention to the human rights abuses 
in Thailand against people with AIDS in 
its ‘war on drugs’. Most recently, the 2012 
conference — held in Washington DC 

after the lifting of the US travel ban — 
spearheaded US government planning for 
a blueprint for an AIDS-free generation 
based upon the prevention effects of early 
access to antiretroviral treatment.

The IAC has also created a competitive 
‘bidding war’ among nations, corporations 
and organizations, in which each is 
pressured to show that it is doing its share 
in the international effort against AIDS. 
The Group of Eight (G8) nations made a 
bold commitment in 2005 to work towards 
universal access to HIV prevention, 
treatment and care after the 2000 and 
2004 conferences made the case for such 
investment. The goal of treating six million 
people under the US President’s Emergency 
Plan for AIDS Relief programme was 
announced on World AIDS Day in 2011 — 
clearly with an eye to the upcoming 2012 
conference. The 2008 meeting in Mexico 
City was a factor in the repeal of the last 
anti-sodomy laws in Latin America just 
before the conference.

Initially a gathering of scientists 
and public health officials, the IAC has 
been progressively expanded to include 
individuals and communities affected 
by HIV/AIDS. The 1988 conference in 
Stockholm introduced a section called ‘The 
Face of AIDS’ as a forum for people living 
with HIV — this has been described as a 
‘revolutionary change’ in which patients 
and civil society were included in the 
policy debate. The 2004 meeting instituted 
a ‘global village’, open to the general 
public, which provides a bridge between 
local communities and researchers, health 
professionals, leaders and community 
representatives. It also established a youth 
programme that draws thousands of 
young people from around the world to 
discuss how to respond to the epidemic. 
The conferences are organized by the 
International AIDS Society, an association 
of 16,000 professionals working on AIDS 
in 196 countries, through a globally 
representative governing council.

As long as governments were seriously 
pursuing climate protection, the COP 
process with its governmental negotiations 
surrounded by civil society pressure 
groups may have served a useful purpose. 
In the post-Copenhagen environment, 
however, the most important governmental 
negotiations have moved to other forums, 
such as the G8, the G20 and direct 
negotiations between the US and China. 
More importantly, governments have 
ceased any serious individual or collective 
effort for climate protection. Yet there is 
no vehicle or venue to draw together the 
scientists in the thousands of organizations 
and institutions that are combating climate 

change at several levels and representatives 
of the billions of people already or soon to 
be affected by it.

A global climate protection meeting 
that links scientists with civil society, 
equivalent to the IAC, could provide 
a global focus for information, policy 
and advocacy independent of national 
governments and the UN. It could bring 
together the scientists, representatives of 
affected communities and professionals 
who are working in climate protection in 
every sphere, from municipal government 
to energy system planning, to protection of 
threatened areas. It could set and publicize 
standards and targets and point the finger 
at those who fail to meet them. It could 
focus the world’s attention on the need 
for a global response to a global problem 
that can only be solved by imposing 
cooperation on governments. Moreover, 
it could encourage companies, countries 
and institutions to compete to see who 
will contribute the most to protecting 
the climate.

The specific form of the IAC — a 
biennial international gathering — may 
or may not be the ideal form for a new 
international confluence of climate 
scientists, climate protection practitioners 
and affected communities. It may take 
some time to achieve the scale of the 
IAC — but it started out with only 2,000 
American and European scientists and 
public health officials. In this era of new 
technologies, there may be other ways to 
accomplish the information sharing needed 
to inform climate protection advocacy. 
But the function that the IAC performs 
by providing a global forum of scientists, 
practitioners and civil society could be 
profoundly important for the climate 
protection movement. It could elevate a 
voice that is still frustratingly struggling to 
be heard, and strengthen the foundations of 
a global movement. ❐
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