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A LOCAL AGENDA

AIDS activist moves from national
to local platform

: By LeRoy Whitfield
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uestion: How far does Comelius Baker's
influence reach?

Answer: From his fingertip to his
touch-tone phone.

That’s about all it takes for him to tap his political
connections from his years in the Bush White House as
the administration’s external liaison officer.

Since then, Baker has helped negotiate key black
issues, from President Clinton’s apology for the
Tuskegee Experiment to the Congressional Black
Caucus’ declaration of a state of emergency
regarding AIDS.

Now, after an eight-year stint at the National
Association of People with AIDS — where he began as
director of public policy and ended up as the agency’s
first black director — Baker's focus has recently
changed from a national to a local AIDS agenda.

As the new executive director of Washington,
D.C.’s Whitman-Walker Clinic — and the only
African-American heading a multi-million-dollar

+AIDS agency — Baker finds that the streets are
still watching.

AIDS Awareness: So you've got o new job. Have
you had time to unpack at the office?

Comelius Baker: I have three more boxes to unpack
before I'm settled. I'm still trying to figure out where the
copy machine is and all of that. But I'm really excited.

AR: You surprised a lot of people by taking a
locally focused job after so many years working on
national issues.

CB: I know. But working at Whitman-Walker is a great
opportunity to have an impact on people’s lives on a daily
basis. I've been engaged in the national perspective of
AIDS for twelve years. I think that where we are now in
the epidemic and where we're going in the future will
depend largely on the success of organizations like
Whitman-Walker to reduce new HIV infections and to
keep the broad public engaged in our work at a time when
across the spectrum they’re hearing that AIDS is not the
crisis that it was.

AR: What do you think needs to happen at the
national level?

CB: Clearly, work needs to continue with the federal gov-
emment. The basic framework of how we need to advocate
nationally is pretty well established. We know that we have
to maintain structures fike the Ryan White Care Act, push
for greater appropriations and keep working on issues like
needle exchange at policy level.

AA: You said that the message of the AIDS crisis
has been lost. How do you think that happened?

CB: 1 think that Americans in general like to solve prob-
lems quickly. AIDS has been a relatively long epidemic.
We've had very few bright spots, even with the develop-
ment of protease inhibitors, which were initially hyped as a
cure. I think people are a bit unsure as to where we are in
this battle. Most people think that it's a chronic condition
where you take your pills and live the rest of your life. To
many people, that's good enough. A recent Newsweek
cover story stated three times in the article that AIDS is
over. In many ways, people who look to the media for
information have becn given permission to move on.

AA: | remember reading an article about you that
questioned whether you've lost touch with the
streets. Giiven your position, do you think that as an
African-American you're expected to maintain a
certain balance between job and community or are
you held to a different standard?
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CB: I remember when I first moved to Washington, I got a
lot of criticism for being a Republican. It's amazing how
many people would sit around elegant cocktail parties and
talk about it. T wonder if they say the same thing about
Colin Powell — I'mean, is he in touch with the streets? Or
is Yernon Jordan, or Michae! Jordan for that matter — are
they in touch with the streets? I don’t know. Nor do I know
whether it’s particularly relevant that they are,

In my job I need to know what is going on in people’s
lives as it relates to my work. [ want to know what's
happening in the bathhouses, the bushes and the shooting
galleries. But do I want to engage in that with them? No.

Is it important that I am able to walk into the White House
and have a meeting with the President about serious issues
affecting them and get resources for them? Yes. I don't
need to pretend to be anyone more than somebody who is
here to serve. That’s what I have (o be held accountable for,
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