27/ 10/ 1998
Concerted efforts fromall needed to conbat H V/ Al DS scour ge

Abaanti ka Gangul i
THE econoni ¢ sl unmp has taken its toll on non-governmental organisations
i nvol ved i n public education programes about HI V and Al DS.

Wth additional cuts in governnment grants, there is a dire need for
these NGOs to conme up with creative ideas for |ong-termfund-raising
because the war agai nst this dreaded di sease has to go on.

The Project Wshing World initiated by the Ml aysi an Al DS Counci | during
the recent Commonweal th Ganmes i s one such exanpl e.

NGCs under the auspi ces of MAC cashed in on the tourist draw during the
Ganes by putting donation boxes in hotel | obbies, withthe nessage that
"every little bit counts".

This timely initiative worked with a sizeabl e anpbunt collected to
finance sustai nabl e programes in the near future.

Asi an countries are anong the worst affected by the H V/ Al DS scourge and
Mal aysia is no exception.

According to the Health Mnistry, H V infections and Al DS cases reported
from1986 to June this year totalled 26,178 and 1, 726 respectively. This,
obviously, is only the tip of the iceberg as nany cases still remain
undet ect ed.

"I'n Mal aysi a, public awareness about AIDSis |amentably | ow," noted MAC
presi dent Datin Paduka Marina Mahathir.

The problemis conpounded by the fact that the mai nstreamdo not
percei ve thensel ves as exposed to the H V/ AIDS t hreat. They are under the
i mpression that H V/AIDS only affects margi nalised risk groups such as
drug users, honpbsexuals, sex workers and the |ike.

It is, therefore, inperative that efforts be stepped up not only to
di spel myt hs and mi sconcepti ons associated with the di sease, but alsoto
sensitise the community to H V/ AIDS vi cti ms.

"Societal attitude towards sex and sexuality still remai ns conservati ve,
and those with HHV/AIDS fall victimto comunal disregard and are
ostraci sed, giving the di sease nore of a social dinmension than a health
one, " noted Mari na.

Marina sai d al though the Government offered treatnent facilities, people
with Al DS were not com ng forward to seek t herapy because of the
di scrim nation and social stigna associated withit.

Anot her facet of this pandem c i s the phenonenal role played by Muslim
religious institutions and comunity | eaders in the country.
Unfortunately, these religious authorities are not involved in Al DS
advocacy programmes, unlike the i mamin Uganda and t he | ndonesi an ul ama.

"There is a crying need to bridge the chasmbetween the vi ewpoi nts of
those i nvol ved i n Al DS awar eness canpai gns and ot hers who still consider
Al DS as the consequence of a sinful act.

"I nstead of viewing H V/AIDS through the religious | ens, we need to
present themw th factual information to drive hone the point that we are
not tal ki ng about | ownorals here, but are instead trying to save |lives,"
sai d Marina.

Al'so contributing to the distress associated with HV/ AIDS is the
growi ng trend of wonen and teenagers being infectedwithit. Wile the
| atter presunably need sex education, sonething nore needs to be done for
the former.

Soci o-cul tural factors such as gender-specific roles played by nen as
per the dictates of an essentially patriarchal society, dependence of



worren on men for social support, and | ack of a proven wonen-controll ed
met hod of prevention are responsible for this shift inthe profile of the
epi demi c.

Said Marina: "Whilst talking to wonen, | have noticed that they
conprehend the issue and viewit as a matter affecting the fanmly unit.
After all, at the end of the day, they are the ones having to bear the
brunt of it.

"Wonen are al so di stressed by the escal ati ng nunber of orphans and Al DS
inflicted newborns. However, due to the deci si on-nmaki ng power resting
primarily in the hands of nen, wonen still remain an isolated and
vul nerabl e group,” she said.

It is for this reason that the MAC has been rallying for a National
Strategy Plan involving the participation of wonen's groups and peopl e
with AIDS in the internedi ate process.

The real chall enge, however, is to enpower wonen so that they could
percei ve t hensel ves at risk and hel p themcope with the threat of Al DS.

But this is only possible if nen also take on their fair share of
responsi bility to achieve opti numAIDS prevention. HHV/AIDS is, after all,
a pandeni c affecting heterosexuals, so stopping it should be a joint
effort as well.

The prevailing | ack of constructive di al ogue bet ween nen and worren about
sex and sexuality is also a najor obstacle in the path of H V/ Al DS
prevention.

Fi ndi ng ways to equal i se communi cati on between the two sexes is a
crucial element for creating a soci o-sexual setting conducive to
prevention. Considering that Al DS has no cure, nutual respect and
di scussion hold the ideal key to stemmng the spread of this nodern-day
scour ge.

"Redefining mal e sexuality and the place of wonen in society is a
Her cul ean task. But we intend to face this challenge and conbat the
H V/ Al DS nenace that is engul fing humanity, " said Marina.

It needs to be realised that AIDSis not a far cry, but an inm nent
reality. Concerted efforts are needed to i npede the adverse i npact of the
HI V/ Al DS pandemic, and to create an environnent where conpl acency,
stigmatisation and shane can be repl aced by hope, understandi ng and
comnpassi on.
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