09/ 03/ 1997
Marina - A commitnment to the AlIDS cause

Shar eem Anty

WHEN | neza was about seven years ol d, she saw a public service
announcenent on tel evision about AIDS that |eft her confused and
unsettl ed.

On the screen, a figure of a man in red stood next to a wonan in bl ue.
The red sail ed over the space between them and | anded on the worman, slowy
and om nously drenching her in red as well.

I neza di scussed the frightening scene with her school friends, but they
turned out to be just as puzzled. She finally went to her nother, who
turned out to be one of the best persons to ask. She was, afterall
presi dent of the Ml aysi an Al DS Counci |

"She thought it nmeant H V could fly through the air and infect you,"
said Datin Paduka Marina Mahathir. "There was sone anxi ety, but at |east
she coul d ask me and get accurate answers. What about other chil dren?"

Marina, 39, isn't trying to be arrogant. Public education about Al DS and
H 'V is serious business and she sees the tel evision incident as
synmptomati ¢ of how Al DS education in Ml aysia often m sses the mark

Getting the nessage across to the public fast and accurately has been
one of her concerns as an Al DS advocate ever since she got involved in the
i ssue.

Her voice has been a growing authority, especially over the last three
years when she becane MAC president, and was recently recogni sed as one
that could speak for an even greater spectrum of people than she could
ever have anti ci pat ed

Last nonth, Marina was appointed as Asia Pacific's comunity |iaison
commttee representative of a United Nations AlDS progranme called the
Pr ogramme Co- or di nati ng Board.

Quite a nouthful, but what it basically nmeans is Marina will be the
regi onal speaker when it comes to UN policies on AIDS, and will have a say
i n how UN agencies co-ordinate their efforts to battle the spread of the
di sease.

"I"d like to see the voice of Asia being given nore prom nence, because
di scussi on has usual |y been dom nated by the United States, Europe and
Africa," she said recently in her office, located in a dignified col oni al
shopl ot on Jal an Pudu Lama

"Asia is a highly diverse entity. There is no one solution to AIDS in
Asi a because there are nmany dissinilarities in culture, religion, |anguage
and soci al nornms anong Asi an countries.

Mari na approached the new post with some hesitation, awed firstly by the
fact that she would be presenting the views of so many, and secondly by
the responsibility of speaking accurately for people in situations she had
never experienced.

"My first thought was that it was sinply ridicul ous. How coul d one
person represent half the world' s popul ati on? Then there was the worry
about whether | could be a representative of, for exanple, a wonan |iving
in deepest India in conditions that make her extrenely vulnerable to
A DS. "

In the end, friends and those from ot her NGOs persuaded her to take on
the job: "Sometines, you get the feeling that this is a world away from
what is really going on," she admitted, "but you need to make sure that
what NGOs in the field knowis heard at an international |evel."

UN officials al so assured her that she would still be able to focus on



Mal aysi a, which remai ns her bi ggest concern.

"There can be no nore pussyfooting around,” she said flatly. "W ve got
an HV infection rate of 300 a nonth, and these are just the ones getting
report ed.

"Conpare that to Australia, which has an infection rate of 500 a year
What Mal aysia has is an epidenic, although those fromthe Governnent |ike
tocall it a problem™”

For a long time now, Marina and other AIDS activists have been calling
for a National Stategy Plan on how to conbat the di sease and stop the
spread of infection.

So far, their calls have fallen on deaf ears, and she believes that
devel oprents over the last two years, which reveal ed policies that seened
to be based on a self-righteous sense of norality rather than a good grasp
of reality, have caused Al DS advocacy to nove backwards a decade.

"W need a plan |ike the one Thail and has, which ensures that each
m nistry has an AIDS unit and which outlines the responsibilities of
everyone right down to the village headnman

"Thailand's infection rate has gone down from 200,000 a year to 20, 000
year. That's still a lot," she said, "but at least it can say it has saved
80,000 lives every year.

"That's an incredible thing to say. If we ask ourselves how many lives
we save every year, we can't cone up with an answer."

Marina's bluntness is reniniscent of another high-profile figure - her
father, Prine Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad. Judgi ng from her
resi gned sigh when his nane came up, this is sonething she gets asked
about all the tine.

She is the first to adnmit that being the PMs daughter has its benefits,
because it means her voice gets attention and people in charge will give
her time to speak. But she is also quick to point out that her celebrity
has its limts.

"Al DS woul d be a problemwhether I"'mthere or not. It isn't getting
attention just because of who I am And just because he is ny father
doesn't nmean | can meke things happen,” she said, adding that it took nine
months for her to get an appointnent with himto give a presentation on
Al DS.

Even that was only after she could cone to terns with the fact that she
was in a position to do sonething that others m ght not be able to do.

"When | was overseas, people asked nme all the time why didn't | just go
and ask my father to do certain things. | always said because of the way I
was brought up, | couldn't because I didn't want to take advantage of ny
relationship with him

"But then a friend pointed out that it would be for a good cause. There
is no use targeting Al DS education just downwards, because in Asia,
everything is top-down. So you have to target upwards too."

Marina's face has conme to be so closely identified with AlDS advocacy
wor k, that nopbst people forget she's al so a busi nesswoman in charge of a
publ i shi ng house, a newspaper columist, as well as a nother, all full-
time jobs.

"I't's a constant struggle to bal ance everything," she adnitted, "but ny
col | eagues fromthe publishing side understand the priority | give to ny
ot her work."

Any thoughts about quitting the publishing world to devote herself full-
time to AIDS activism she said, were always bani shed by financi al
constraints: "l don't have a weal thy husband," she said cheekily.

What Marina doesn't want to see happen is to have the Al DS cause runni ng
like a "cult of personality", fuelled only by the power of her celebrity.
The agenci es involved, she insisted, have to be able to stand on their



own.
This doesn't nean she plans to desert their ranks any tine soon. In
fact, Marina can't envision a future when she'll |eave AIDS activism
behi nd her.
"I can't. It's alifetine commtnent. In what capacity though, is a
different matter."
( END)
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