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Fighting AIDS with i mams' hel p

Meri na Hew
THEY had seen it all before, you know, the denial that HHV/ AIDS is a naj or
health threat to the wel | being of the nation.

Eerily enough, even the nunber of reported cases of HV/AIDS in
Mal aysi a, 29,000, echoes the figures in that of Uganda Accordingly, "Act
now " was the crux of imanms Dr Magi d Kagi nu, President of the Islamc
Medi cal Associ ation of Uganda, and Neena Nakyanj o's nmessage at the
col  oqui umon Islamand H V/ Al DS.

Wth help fromthe UNAI DS, Kagimu and Nakyanjo were invited by the
Mal aysi an Al DS Council to share, with local imans and nutftis, the secrets
of their success in arresting the escal ation of H V/ Al DS i n Uganda.

Over 40 muftis, religious state departnent representatives, non-
gover nnent al organi sati ons and governnental agencies participatedinthis
col | oqui um "Pencegah H V/ Al DS dari Kacamata | sl am Menangani Cabaran".

Thi s col | oqui ummar ked the first ever gathering of NGOs, governnental
representatives, representatives of religious departnents and nmuftis of
each State collaborating to find a solutiontothe HHV/AIDS situation in
Mal aysi a t hrough Isl am

Utimtely, MAC hopes the colloquiumw Il be a start of coll aborative
know edge and energy of religious authorities and NGOs in its effort to
halt the growth of the pandenmic in this country.

Dati n Paduka Marina Mahathir, the president of MAC, said: "On average,
13 Mal aysians a day are infected with HV, nost of whomare Muslins. In
conparison with other religions, it is worrying to note that |slamseens
to be left behind in the nation's confrontation with H V/ Al DS. "

One of the main obstacles that stands in the way of H V/ Al DS educati on
among Muslinms here is the fear to discuss sexuality.

This col l oqui umwas i nspired by the success of the Ugandi an experience
educating Muslins through i mams and nuftis.

The project was initiated by the Islam ¢ Medi cal Associati on of Uganda,
an associ ation that was established in 1988 to i nprove the health of the
peopl e in Uganda i n general, and Muslins in particul ar.

One of IMAU s first efforts at nobilising Muslins in the fight agai nst
Al DS was the formation of the Fami |y Al DS Educati on & Preventi on Through
| mans Proj ect (FAEPTI).

FAEPTI was considered a highly i nnovative project that hel ped i mans
i ncorporate accurate i nformati on about H V/ AI DS preventionintotheir
spiritual teachings.

It al so trained teans of community vol unteers to provi de educati on,
basi ¢ counsel | i ng and notivation for behavi our change t hrough hone visits.

FAEPTI was | aunched in two districts in 1992 and has expanded to 10
districts within five years. It worked with | eaders at 850 nbsques and has
trai ned 6,800 comunity vol unteers who have visited 102, 00 hones.

| MAU sai d that the npst effective way to retard the spread of H V was
t he nodi fication of sexual behavi our. However, addressing the i ssue of
sexuality with Muslins was a delicate task so it approached i mans, trusted
"message bearers" within that community.

| MAU f ound t hat peopl e becane nore receptive to di scussi on of sexual
behavi our in the context of health and the wel | bei ng of | oved ones.

The associ ation al so discovered that individuals were nore likely to
adopt safer sexual practices if these practices were regarded as the norm
prevailing anong their peers.



| MAU said the imam who is a respected community figure and head of the
nmosque, was t he best conduit for sexual behavi our changes anong Musli ns.

Joe Sel varetnam manager of |aw and ethics with MAC, said the coll oquium
was a success in alertingits participants to the gravity of the H V/ Al DS
situation in this country.

It al so showed themways i n which the problemcoul d be tackled froman
I sl ami ¢ perspective, he added.

"One of the nost touching parts of the colloquiumwas the first-person
accounts by People Living Wth H V/ AIDS and their caregi vers. Many of the
partici pants have never had the opportunity to speak wi th PLWHAs.

"The col | oqui um made the participants realise that the pandenic spares
no one. This drove hone the inmportant point that AIDSSHVis athreat to
each and every one of us, and not just to high-risk groups."”

There was a | ot of positive feedback fromthe muftis, who seened fired
up by the discussions during the colloquium Adraft resolution subject to
al terations was drawn up and debated on the third and final day of the
event.

The next step, Selvaretnamsaid, would be to work with nmuftis at the
State | evel to devel op specific programes for H V educati on.

MAC intends this to be the first of a series of projects with the
religi ous groups here because religious | eaders can play avital rolein
di spelling many fears that nay ot herw se stop a person fromseeki ng
correct advice.
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