Mississippi has experienced a rapid increase in its Latino population in recent years, especially in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina. For AIDS service provider agencies, this sudden influx has presented challenges as they struggle to formulate appropriate prevention strategies, reach affected persons and provide care. They often face linguistic and cultural barriers in forging ties with an unfamiliar and unusually transient population. Bilingual professionals are hard to recruit even when resources are available to support them.

Immigrants also face barriers in accessing health care of all kinds. They often are reluctant to make contact with government institutions, including health departments. They may be unaware of the risk of HIV infection or experiencing sexual initiation without orientation or guidance. Many are single men cut off from family and friends and with limited English-language skills. 
The numbers of HIV and AIDS cases among Latinos are creeping steadily upward throughout the Southeast. For example, North Carolina recently reported that at least 8% of its new HIV diagnoses are among Latino residents, and 11% of those among men even though the Hispanic proportion of the population is estimated to be only 6%. Many of the new HIV infections reported among the Latino population are late diagnoses, indicating that Latino residents living with HIV are often unaware of the fact. 
State and federal authorities responsible for HIV/AIDS policy are concerned about the increase of HIV and AIDS among Latino residents in the South and are encouraging stakeholders to develop appropriate response strategies and action plans. Meanwhile, local initiatives throughout the area are breaking new ground with innovative prevention and care programs.

The Latino Commission on AIDS is joining with local partners in Mississippi and the Gulf Coast to convene a strategy roundtable to share perspectives about the situation with regard to HIV/AIDS care and prevention services for Latino residents. We invite you to join us on April 22, 2008, at the Beau Rivage Hotel & Casino in Biloxi. 
Program details will follow this announcement soon. You may proceed to register immediately at the Commission website (www.latinoaids.org/programs/southproject then use the Mississippi button). Please save the date and plan to join the roundtable with other community leaders, service providers and consumers. If you are interested in forming part of the planning committee, please contact Tim Frasca at (212) 584-9305 or tfrasca@latinoaids.org
