01 DEC 2001

Ai ds- Fund

| NSUFFI CI ENT FUND, ATTI TUDE THWART NATI ON' S WAR ON Al DS/ HI V
A News Focus to mark World AIDS Day on Sat urday

By: Gurdial Singh,

PENANG | nsufficient funding, high cost of treatnment and society's
attitude towards HHV/ AIDS is setting back the nation's war against the
deadl y di sease.

Presi dent of the Penang Fanmily Pl anning Associ ati on Tunku Dat uk Dr
Ismail Ml Jewa said the deadly disease had becone a global problemand its
spread and control had to be nonitored cl osely.

He said AIDS/H V could not be ignored and continuing educati on of
school teachers, educators and vol unteer workers on the di sease was
necessary for its prevention and eradication

It was tinmely to raise the education of these people as they could in
turn educate students and peopl e, he said.

PFPA and its nenbers, said Dr Ismail, were actively involved with AIDS
awar eness programes through sem nars, conferences and genera
di ssem nation of information for the public as part of its contribution to
society, while it continued with its famly planni ng work.

These two activities were inter-related, having to do with sexua
contact and the AIDS nenace.

He noted that the summt of |eaders of the Goup of Eight in Genoa in
Italy this year, announced that US$1.2 billion (RVA.56 billion) had been
committed to a United Nations (UN) "d obal Health Fund" that woul d
primarily be used to fight AIDS/ H V.

16, 000 HIV | NFECTI ON A DAY

Dr Ismail said the world rate of new infection per day was estimated at
16, 000 peopl e, while the nunber of people living with H V/ AIDS worl dwi de at
the end of 1997 was estinmated at nore than 30 million and this was indeed a
very frightening figure

According to him Datin Paduka Marina Mahathir, chairman of MAF, had
said that the major problemwas indeed "denial" by those infected by the
di sease for various reasons such as rejection by society, therefore actua
figures of AIDS sufferers were not readily available and many preferred to
suffer in silence

He said statistics of the Mal aysi an Al ds Foundati on (MAF) showed that
about 4,000 of the 40,049 H V-infected people in Mal aysia died of AIDS from
1986 to April 2000. But the nunbers were increasing at an alarmng rate, he
added.

However, conmpared with other countries in the region, AIDS and HV
patients in Ml aysia have better access to treatnment and the cost of
treatment was com ng down, particularly because of private sector
col  aboration and contri butions.

He said affordable treatnment was necessary for AIDS victins, otherw se
t he problem woul d continue to escal ate

CHEAPER TREATMENT

Dr Ismail said it was gratifying to note that giant drug manufacturers
i ke Bristol - Meyers-Squi bb, d axo, Merck, Boehringer |ngel heim and Roche
Hol di ng have agreed to slash prices of their AIDS drugs for devel opi ng
countri es.

Presently, the governnment was contributing to the fight against Al DS by
maki ng the cost of treatment reasonable at its hospital and via panphlets,
brochures and fliers and public senm nars, tal ks and conferences through



various bodi es and Non- Governnental Organisations (NGOs) such as MAF, PFPA
and the private sector to educate the public about the di sease, he added.

Dr Ismail said funding was inadequate in view of the high costs
i nvol ved, including high costs of drugs only avail able from Wstern drug
manuf act ur er s.

Contributions fromlocal charities were not enough to cover the huge
expenses needed to fight the disease, he said, noting that even the UN
stated that the disease would be a costly affair for everyone.

VWil e he was not sure of the exact costs of the drugs, he said it was
reported that 3 axo would be selling its drug "Conmbivir" for US$2 a day in
the Far East.

But several NGOs, he said, believed that even if H V/ AIDS drugs were
produced at |ower costs, they might not reach the destitute and illiterate.

Then, they were those who denied that they had the di sease because of
the social and cultural stigma, he added.

Dr Ismail said preventive education to highlight the need for nore safe
sex, particularly for people in the rural areas, should be the first
battl eli ne agai nst the disease.

He, however, cautioned that the cultural sensitivity of the people nust
be taken into consideration because it was still a taboo to tal k about sex
openly. -- Bernama
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