02/ 12/ 1998
Educat e the public about AIDS, PMurges nedia

Adel i ne Ong

THE nedi a nust use its power to educate the public about Acquired | mune
Def i ci ency Syndrome (Ai ds) and hel p prevent its spread, Prime M nister
Dat uk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mohamad sai d yesterday.

He sai d not enough people are well-inforned about the disease, and
stressed that education played an i nportant role.

"This is where the nedia cones in. The role that the nedia can play is
i mreasurabl e and its practitioners should recognise this and make full use
of their power to spread know edge

"W see today the power of the nedia. W tal k about the infornation age,
and yet, there is not enough i nfornati on on sonething as i nportant as Aids
prevention," Dr Mahathir said.

He was speaking at the presentati on of the Red Ri bbon Media Awards to
nmedi a practitioners inrecognitionof their contributiontowards Aids
awar eness.

Dr Mahathir said that in presenting the award, the nmedia would realise
the inportant role it can play in preventing the disease.

"It is distressful that we shoul d have to have this function at al |,
because we are faced with a di sease that did not exist before.

"When | was studying nmedicine, | was anazed that there were t housands
and t housands of di seases that can befall human bei ngs.

"I had thought then that we have di scovered all of them and that there
are no nore new di seases. As |long as we found sonme cure for these
di seases, we woul d be safe. W could live a longer life.

"However, apparently there are still diseases that can energe and can be
i dentified which we had not known before - |ike Aids," he said.

Dr Mahathir said that Aids was di scovered in a devel oped country
al t hough t he di sease has been present in the devel opi ng countries for a
much | onger time.

"Because t he focus was not on devel oping countries or their health
problenms ... we did not discover the disease until it had been with us for
quite some tine.

"Only when it affected people in devel oped countries, there was sudden
fear that it would wi pe out a |l ot of people there. Then, only then the
wor | d di scovered Aids,"” he said.

"According to statistics, 16,000 people get infected with Al ds everyday.
This adds up to a | ot of people with Aids. The unfortunate thing is that
Ai ds spread through ignorance," he said.

He said there are problens with different cul tures whose practices
sonmehow or ot her act agai nst A ds prevention.

"I'n certain cultures, wonen cannot deny the rights of the husbands. This
has conplicated things. And yet there are sinple ways of preventing Aids
whi ch we all know, but those who do not know are unabl e to benefit," he
added.

Chai rman of the Mal aysi an Al ds Foundati on Dati n Paduka Mari na Mahat hir
said in Ml aysia 27,000 people are reported to be H V-positive and nost of
themwere i nfected when they were young.

We shoul d not wait until we reach the severe level that is found in
Africa before we realise the danger of this epidenm c to our young peopl e.
We nust start efforts to equip themwith the know edge to protect
t hensel ves fromgetting i nfected

"This effort should reach all young people, be they in or out of school



The time has conme for us to stop tal ki ng about whet her we shoul d do t hese
programes in school and just do it.

"Every second that we wait puts our young people in danger. This is an
extrenmely urgent issue,” Marina said.

She said that Aids is a youth-centred epidenic, particularly for young
peopl e aged 10 to 24. About half the 33.4 nmillion people in the world with
H V/ Aids are fromthis age group.

She added that this is why this year's Wrld Aids Day thene is "Force
For Change: World Ai ds Canpai gn wi th Young Peopl e".

Marina added that in these troubled tines, it is easy to put aside the
i ssue of HI V/ Aids using the excuse that financial assistance is |acking or
that there are other priorities.

"But we should look at this for the long run. If we are not careful now,
even i f the econony recovers, the recovery can be limted by H V/ Al ds.

"So, whatever noney and effort we put in nowtowards prevention and
awar eness shoul d be seen as an investnent for the future," she said.

Mari na added that to kindle the spirit for change anbng youngsters,
there has to be H V/ Ai ds education progranmes in schools and in teen-
ori ented cl ubs whereever youngsters neet, including di scos and ni ght cl ubs.
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