AIDS IN PRIMARY HEALTH CARE :

Seven services you can provide

One may define Primary Health Care as the point of initial contact between the health system and the patient or his community.  Usually, in Africa, that point of contact takes place in an outpatient clinic, dispensary or health center, staffed by a nurse or clinical officer.  

Here are seven services that a Primary Health Care facility should be prepared to offer in the expanded fight against AIDS:

1.     Perform a rapid screening test for HIV infection.  
  Knowing if a patient is HIV sero-positive or negative is the first step in setting up a program to attack AIDS.  The rapid tests that currently are available are inexpensive, easy to perform and reliable.  Specially trained laboratory personnel are not required to perform these tests; nurses and counselors can perform them. Of course, one should provide appropriate counseling services to accompany the testing experience.

2.  Recognize, treat and prevent common opportunistic infections.  
The Primary Health Care provider should be trained to recognize and treat the most common opportunistic infections associated with HIV.  Diagnoses usually are straightforward and they require only a small supply of inexpensive medicines for their management and prevention.
3.  Proactively monitor and systematically record the clinical evolution of disease in    each HIV patient.  
A patient’s weight change and activity level give a good clinical indication of the progression of the disease.  Periodically, whether sick or not, the patient should be examined and weighed and this basic information should be recorded on his carry-home record card.  Always schedule follow-up review visits.  In this way, the primary care provider can prescribe prophylactic measures such as cotrimoxazole and multivitamins.  The nurse can refer the patient for advanced care when needed.
4. Advise patients and families on nutrition, personal hygiene, HIV prevention and treatment possibilities.  
Primary Health Care personnel should be a repository of practical knowledge about prevention and the care of persons infected with HIV.  Sometimes, these persons are the only ones in a community who have this knowledge and who know what to do.  Primary Health Care personnel should be armed with current information about AIDS and should be prepared to give individual or community information sessions and to answer.
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         5.      Refer patients with signs and symptoms of HIV infection to designated treatment centers.  
No Primary Health Care unit should function alone in the battle against AIDS.  Each unit should be allied with a more advanced center, where better-equipped and more highly trained clinicians are available.  These higher centers may have advanced laboratory back up, drugs and the capacity to start Anti Retroviral (ARV) therapy.  Agreement between the Primary Health Care unit and the more advanced center should be made in writing, and it should specify frequent visits between personnel of these facilities to assure good collaboration.  As the campaign against AIDS intensifies and the workload increases, the advanced centers will come to rely more and more upon the work done in Primary Health Care units.
6.   Oversee the treatment of patients who started ARV drugs at designated treatment      

       centers.  
Because patient compliance is the most important determinant of the effectiveness of ARV therapy, a local Primary Health Care unit can help monitor patients on therapy.  This monitoring is similar to DOTS monitoring for tuberculosis therapy, and the closer it is to the patient’s home, the more effective it will be.
7.   Provide and advise on palliative care measures for terminally ill patients.  
The Primary Health Care unit often is the only place where a patient with terminal disease can receive care.  Personnel should be trained to give care to the patient and give advice to the family caregivers.  Sometimes this service will require a home visit and the provision of medicines to combat diarrhea, pneumonia, bedsores and pain.  These medicines should be stocked in the Primary Health Care facility and made easily available to those who need them.
======================================

The Primary Health Care systems now in place must become more aggressive providers of AIDS care.  Churches, governments and NGOs should begin to train and equip their Primary Health Care units to offer these important services now.
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