21/ 05/ 2000
I gnorance, prejudice still inpede the greater battle agai nst Al DS

Shar eem Anty

TODAY is the first International A DS Menorial Day of the new m |l ennium
and a good tine to take stock of how far we've cone in battling H V/ Al DS
and the staggering inpact it's had on our |ives.

Are we doi ng enough to conbat the spread of the HV virus, and the AIDS
di sease that it causes? The figures tell us we haven't.

Mal aysi a has recorded over 33,000 cases of H V infections since 1996,
but this is a figure that the Malaysian AI DS Council has dism ssed as
extrenmely conservative

VWil e there have been visible efforts by the Governnent to warn peopl e
about the dangers of activities such as unprotected sex and intravenous
drug use, the nunber of cases only continues to clinb.

Awareness is the key and the continuing rate of infection nakes it clear
that attenpts to stemthe tide are not effective.

It's time to spread the nessage further and nore effectively, but
i nstead of being nore bold, we're still squabbling, for exanple, over
whet her to make sex and Al DS educati on conpul sory in schools.

Wil e the Mal aysian AIDS Council frets that not providing youngsters
with this kind of information is tantanmount to avoiding responsibility,
ot her bodi es say providing noral and religious instruction is sufficient.

Provi ding crucial information about sexual consequences, in other words,
is being too sinplistically equated with abandoni ng our noral val ues.

It's time to face facts: people can't be expected to be rational, nora
creatures all the time. AIDS has clainmed 16 million lives around the world
so far, a fact which shoul d repl ace our squeam sh hesitati on with urgency.

Anot her weakness in Ml aysia's public awareness programme is how little
the public knows about the issue.

The recent case of HV being transnmitted through a bl ood transfusion,
for exanpl e, underlined how few people realise that contracting H V does
not condem anyone to an automati c deat h sentence.

H ghl y-active antiretroviral therapy, a conplex cocktail of drugs, was
introduced into the battle against H V/ AIDS four years ago and has
successfully reduced by 64 per cent the risk of dying within 10 years of
devel opi ng Al DS

Magi ¢ Johnson, the 40-year-ol d basketball superstar, who was one of the
nmost fanous celebrities to admt to being H V-positive, continues to be a
heal t hy, productive nenber of society. He is just one of thousands.

Being a carrier of HHV or AIDS is not an automati c death sentence, not
any nore. Believing that is synptomatic of how far we still need to go, as
is our general lack of sensitivity towards H'V and AIDS carriers.

The housewi fe who recently discovered she had contracted the H V virus
froma bl ood transfusion feared being ostraci sed by her nei ghbours and
friends, and this is a worry that is unfortunately very real.

The Mal aysi an Al DS Council recently embarked on a study to docunent the
| evel of social discrimnation that HV/ AIDS carriers face, and though
prelimnary, the results are telling.

"Few are willing to talk because of the inplications of public
exposure," said council president Datin Paduka Mari na Mahat hir yesterday.

"Many of those who did speak to us said it was difficult to seek nedica
hel p because they felt they were treated differently fromother patients.
They felt the nedical staff treated themnore slowy and with | ess
friendliness."



There was little indication of discrimnation fromcoll eagues and ot her
peopl e the interviewees came in contact with, but that was only because
shanme and fear had driven themto keep their condition a secret.

People with H V/ Al DS shoul d be concerned with just one thing, and that's
doi ng battl e against their illness.

They can ill afford the enotional turnoil of keeping up a masquerade for
those too ignorant to be of help.

Wth the increasing nunber of cases worldw de, international efforts to
conmbat the spread of H V/ AIDS are being stepped up - the United States
recently took the unprecedented step of declaring AIDS a threat to
i nternational security.

Mal aysia has to accelerate its own progranmes accordi ngly because while
doctors have been trying to unlock the secrets of this sly disease for
years, a vaccine, nuch less a cure, is still not w thin sight.

Time is not on our side here - only by jettisoning our ignorance and
prejudice do we stand a fighting chance.
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