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Al DS spreads its deadly tentacl es

Carol Mirugi ah

TO energe victorious in war, one has to know t he enenmy and hi s weaknesses
- even before the battl ehorn is sounded. This maxi mhas w thstood t he test
of time as historical battles were won or |ost.

However, in the gl obal war agai nst AIDS, many people seemto be
blissfully oblivious to the far-reaching effects of this pandem c.

Thus, mnyths about contracting the deadl y Human-1 mrunodefi ci ency Virus
whi ch |l eads to Al DS abound in countries where the poverty rate i s higher
than the donestic growth rate.

Anong the fatal nisconceptions which prevail, inthe Dark Continent, for
instance, is the belief held by H V-positive nen of being cl eansed of the
illness if they have unprotected sex with virgins or young wonen.

Sadly, by not realising the fatal folly of their unfounded faith, these
men woul d have then transmtted the virus over to their partners,
ironically doing the virus a favour by propagating i nstead of subduingit.

Therefore, it was no shocker that Sub-Saharan Africa was hone to 70 per
cent of those infected with the virus | ast year and t he burial ground for
ei ght out of every 10 peopl e who di ed of Al DS worl dwi de in 1998.

But the hard-hitting reality is, after Africa, countries in the South
and Sout h- East Asi an nei ghbour hoods are the next to wi tness an expl osi on
of HIV infections.

Mal aysi a, of course, is no exception, with over 34,000 H V-positive
cases recorded with the Health Mnistry since 1985 as AIDSis a notifiable
di sease.

But these statistics may in fact belie the true situation of the Al DS
scourge in the country. The Wrl d Heal th Organi sation has esti mated t hat
one out of every 200 Mal aysian adults is H V-positive.

Even nore unnerving is that WHO further predicted approxi mately 170, 000
Mal aysians will be infected with HV by next January.

However urgent the situation nay be, mai nstreamMal aysi ans still believe
they are protected fromthe threat of H V/ AIDS, perceiving it to be the
ul timate puni shnment of society's "undesirables” - namely the honosexual ,
the drug addi ct and the sex worker.

According to Mal aysi an Al DS Council president Datin Paduka Marina
Mahat hir, even local authorities have failed to realise the far-reaching
effects of H V/ Al DS.

"The AIDS situation in the country has created a crisis of governance
with a great inpact on the househol d, education, agricul ture, business and
the health sector,"” she says.

As in the H V/ AlDS scenario, the assunption that ignorance gives birth
to discrimnation and fear naturally prevails.

Thus, no matter how nmuch the "Caring Soci ety" concept i s propounded by
t he Governnent, People Living Wth H V/ AIDS (PWA) - as they have cone to
be known - will be stigmatised and ostraci sed by the public at |arge.

To make matters worse, Marina said PWAs were shying away fromt herapy
because of the discrimnation and social stignma associ ated with the hyper-
sensitive issue.

Furt hernore, the angui sh of being H V-positive does not necessarily end
there. It has been reported that sone enpl oyees with Al DS had al so been
unfairly dismssed.

Seeki ng redress agai nst unwarranted di sm ssals had proven di fficult as
victinms were afrai d of exposure and enpl oyers had, in nbst cases, nmanaged



to find | oopholes to justify each term nation.

Appr ehensi ve managers, on t he other hand, were said to have consulted
t he Labour Departnent or non-govermental organi sations when faced with the
predi cament of having H V-positive enpl oyees on their payrolls.

Inlight of these unsavoury nmatters, the Human Resources M nistry had
finally decided to fornmul ate a code of practice to address the i ssue of
Al DS and AIDS-rel ated discrimnation in the workplace - both of which have
yet to be accorded provisos in current enployment |aws.

This cones on the heels of an announcenent by MAC that it was
undert aki ng a study on discrimnation faced by PW.As on the job, to "prove
t he exi stence of AIDS di scrimnationto the authoriti es who do not realise
that it is very pervasive and shoul d be elimnated".

Kudos then, to NGOs crusadi ng agai nst H V/ AIDS for their tenacity in
addressing and redressing the di scrimnation issue.

But, the real battle is far fromover as there is still a large chunk of
t he Mal aysi an popul ati on dangerously unaware of the inpact of the disease,
maki ng themespecially vul nerable to the gl obal killer.

Thus, the tedi ous task providing H V/ Al DS educati on shoul d not taper off
nmonment um wi se and i nst ead be channel | ed t owards those who have linited
access to informati on, such as rural fol k.

Whi | e Mari na shoul d be appl auded for going down to the grassroots | evel
increating awareness of H V/ Al DS anong wonen, this shift in focus | eans
ironically towards being discrinmnativeinits owmmright - this tine
agai nst nen.

Even i f women are usually the ones bearing the brunt of donestic
vi ol ence and social stigma, targetting themas the exclusive recipi ents of
HI V/ Al DS education conmes into direct conflict with statistics as 95 per
cent of the H V-positive identified in the country are nen.

What needs to be done in a patriarchal society |ike Mal aysia, therefore,
is to target the anti-Al DS nessages at the ones who have t he power to make
significant changes to the social dinensions ruling the country.

It must al so never be forgotten that Al DS does not choose its victinms
accordi ng to gender, even though wonen are three to four times nore likely
to get infected fromtheir male partners than the reverse.

Then, there is the expensive problemof "Living Wth AIDS" with the
recent shocking revel ati on that only one per cent of Ml aysi ans were abl e
to afford |ife-prol onging treatnent which cost a whoppi ng RM2, 000 per
nmont h.

"If a subsidy could be set aside in the 2001 Budget for kidney patients
under goi ng haenodi al ysi s treat ment, why not aid for Al DS?" asked Mari na.

| magi ne, then, the catch-22 situation of a PLWA being term nated from
his job because of his affliction, and | osing hi s means of i ndependently
supporting his anti-retroviral therapy which limts the devastating
effects of the virus on his inmune system

The point to be driven horme is contracting H'Vis not an autonati c death
sent ence. People who are H V-positive are still very nmuch functional and
it is only when they devel op Al DS do t hey becone gradual | y i ncapacit at ed.

Wth less than a nonth to go before we cel ebrate yet another Worl d Al DS
Day on Dec 1, the winds of change are still taking their tinme in bl ow ng
inthe right direction.

By ignoring that discrimnation against PLWAS persists and by conti nui ng
to wallowin the taboos of society vis-a-vis AIDS, humankind - and
Mal aysia - may have already | ost the war before the battle has even begun.
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