M2008 Blog: 27th February, 2008
Hello at last from Annabel at Microbicides 2008! Today is the last day of an action-packed conference here in New Delhi. A country of contrast, this trip to India has been rich in experience both at the conference and also on exploratory visits into the city.

It has been really good to have been part of this conference. Time and time again, it has been re-iterated that the quest for effective microbicides must continue. Scientists remain optimistic, reminding audiences of the length of time and investment it has taken to deliver many of the treatments and technologies we take for granted today.

Central to effective microbicides development is community engagement - with presentations, discussions and debates focused on the many social aspects related to the development of microbicides. Fieldworkers have described the findings highlighted during clinical trials. They have shared lessons learned from focus group work and in-depth interviews with participants and their partners in some cases. These centred around low adherence, compliance, how to support communities and participants, particularly when clinical trials have not succeeded in proving the effectiveness of a product.

Some of the themes that have emerged have related to issues of informed consent. The discussions have shown us that this is actually a comprehensive process of education and engagement. 'Peer leaders' play an important part in recruitment, retention and support. Linked to this is the development of good standards of care for trial participants.

My impression was that microbicides development is very much about empowering women. However, this conference highlighted the importance of engaging men and some of the abstract presentations showed us the challenges of involving men who were resistant to changing sexual practices. My understanding was that when men are engaged in the trial process with their partners there is more likely to be compliance of gel use.

HIV positive women affirmed their vital role in the development of trial protocols. It is important to involve them throughout the process. They have a wealth of experience and are keen to work with researchers and scientists from the outset. An example that was hailed as good practice was the VOICE study conducted by the Microbicides Trial Network, which included a strong community engagement component.

I hope you have enjoyed reading our blog! Eunice will be rounding off this evening...
By Annabel Mowat, HIV Scotland.

