Poor the target of dodgy health products
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Poor people living with HIV/AIDS who are desperate to find a quick fix to increase their life-span are being targeted by opportunistic producers of health products.  This was revealed at a presentation on HIV and Nutrition to NGOs and healthcare workers by Dr Nigel Rollins of the Nelson R Mandela School of Medicine’s Department of Paediatrics in Durban yesterday.

Rollins said that by turning to aggressively marketed, untested dietary supplements, like protein and carbohydrate drinks, HIV-positive people were wasting money which could be better spent on providing a balanced diet for the entire family.  

Rollins said claims that people living with HIV/AIDS should increase their protein intake by 100%, consume extra-virgin olive oil and other remedies to halt the virus had absolutely no supporting evidence.  “There is a lot of uncertainty in South Africa and internationally on the claims people are making on their products,” said Rollins.  “These people do not subject themselves to medical science as the drug companies are forced to do.  Sometimes the studies that they do are not as independent or objective as they should be, because of who they get to do the study and the way in which they publish the results,” Rollins said.

On the other hand, Rollins said, the benefits of vitamins for HIV-positive people had been appallingly studies and investigated by medical science.  “There had only been 32 studies in the world on the benefits of vitamin supplements to people living with HIV/AIDS,” Rollins said, “the majority on Vitamin A in the context of preventing mother-to-child transmission.”

Rollins said the positive impact of anti-retroviral treatment literally dwarfed the benefits of good nutrition.  However, both had a role to play in the treatment of people with HIV/AIDS.  He said having a chronically sick member in a family resulted in a 30% to 35% decrease in the annual average income because of a loss of productivity and because of the fact that family members had to stay at home to care for the sick.

“In a family where the mother has HIV/AIDS, the chances of an uninfected child dying are three to four times greater because of the care and economics relating to that child.  Parents tend to waste money on drinks for themselves,” Rollins said.

