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Valerii Kiunov, a psychologist with the nongovernmental agency Faith, Hope, love, handed out leaflets and condoms to prostitutes in Odessa. 

Infected With Despair, AIDS 
Ukrairie' s hopelessness fertile ground for disease 

By Theresa Agovino 
CHRONICLE FOREIGN SERVICE 

ODESSA. UKRAINE. 

I 
t was the worst night of the 23-
year-ol�'s six-month career as 
a prostitute. 
The tall brunette shivered in 

the cold in front of a brightly lit 
Odessa casino waiting for clients 

• as she recalled her encounter
with a man who refusedto keep 
his condom on.

"He just kept on taking it off 
and trying to have sex with me," 
said the woman, who.didn't want 
to give her name. "He was. crazy,· 
and it was such a struggle to
make him keep it on. I was terri­
fied.

"It is better when they beat
you."

The encounter would be hor­
rifying any-where in the world,
but it takes on an especially sinis­
ter tinge in Ukraine, �hich has

the fastest- growing AIDS epi­
demic in Europe. The historic 
Black Sea port of Odessa is 
ground zero. 

In 1994, 9nly 44 people in 
Ukraine tested positive for HIV, 
th.e virus that causes AIDS. That 
number shot up 30-fold in 1995 
and in 1996 exploded to over 
12,000. 

Officials say the number of 
known HIV cases now stands at 
about 38,000. The real figure is 
estimated to be about 110,000, 
.and sgme predict the number 
will skyrocket to 1.5 million by 
2010. 

That projection is especially 
chilling because cash-strapped 
Ukraine can afford to treat only 
10 percent of its current 600 pa­
tients with full-blown AIDS. Ex­
perts say that by 2003, between 
37,000 and 54,000 people will 
have progressed to that st�ge of 
the disease. 

The epidemic reflects the cata­
clysmic upheaval in this country 
sincethe demise of comrnunism 
almost a decade ago. 

Despite nearly half a billion 
dollars in U.S. investment, the 
transition to a free market has 
been extremely rocky and the 
economy continues to falter. Un­
employment is over 50 percent 
and inflation is rapidly .increas­
ing. The average wage -·which is 
qnly occasionally paid - is about 
$80 a month. 

The slowpace of reform -
blamed on corruption and 
Ukraine's difficulty in discarding 
communist ways of thinking -
has delayed the second portion 
of an International Monetary 
Fund loan. 

But the frustrations of foreign 
agencies can't match the despair 
of Ukraine's people. 

Intravenous drug use has be-
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