15/ 07/ 2004
Practicality, not abstinence, wi ns Al DS war

By Syed Nadzri

TWO worren gave Al DS awar eness a profound uplift this week: singer Macy
G ay, who perforned naked at a charity concert in London, and Vi et nanese
M nister Le Thi Thu, who | aunched a condom vendi ng machi ne i n Hanoi

Even t hough their endeavours t ook pl ace al nbst sinultaneously with the
I nternati onal AlDS Conference bei ng held i n Bangkok, their significance
was never | ost, includingin Mlaysia where some di sturbing statistics and
trends were reveal ed | ast week by the Ml aysi an Al DS Counci | .

Husky-voi ced Gray sang to rai se noney, not for herself because she is
al ready super-duper rich, but for Elton John's AIDS charity. It was
reported that the American superstar was shod only in Jimy Choos while
renderi ng one of her nunbers. She did this perched on a chair ala
Christine Keeler.

Sone reports had it that she got a standing ovation for her performance
and t hat nobody coul d remenber the col our of her designer shoes.

But on a serious note, it was sheer belief and conmitnment to a cause
that won the day. Gray's devotion to the fight against Al DS stood out and
Mal aysi ans shoul d take the cue - minus that kind of bravado. W don't have
to strip but the dedicated spirit should be emul at ed.

Le, the head of Vietnanis Cormittee for Popul ation, Fam |y and Children
rai sed eyebrows, too. There was a picture of her in the NST | ast Sat urday
cutting a ri bbon around a vendi ng box that sells OK brand condons for 500
dong, which is about 10 sen

Sel I'i ng condons openly was a first for the conmuni st country, whichis
as conservative as ours. It was hailed as a key step to fighting AIDS in
that country.

The vendi ng machines will be installed in nmen's toilets, which nmeans
that if simlar nachi nes were to be put up here, the condons, at 10 sen
each, will be even cheaper than the entry fees.

Condom machi nes are conmon i n many countries, including sone we woul d
like to believe practise Asian values. Step into the men's roomin a bar
i n Tokyo and chances are the vendi ng machi nes, sone selling cigarettes,
sone i nstant noodl es and many condons, will be there. I n Bangkok too, such
machi nes are as conmon as public tel ephones.

But over here, condomis a dirty word. Its nere mention is taboo, what
nore its physical presence

Condons may not go well with our nodesty, especially anong sone
Mal aysi ans who, on one hand, insincerely prefer to keep di scussi ons
related to sex and certain parts of the human anat oy under w aps but
privately go bonkers with pornography or when they are in a foreign | and.

Let's stop the hypocrisy. Condons may not be the best answer to
controlling AIDS, but it is one of the nost practical.

Mal aysi an Al DS Counci | president Datuk Paduka Marina Mahathir said | ast
week that there needed to be a revi ew of the Al DS awar eness canpai gn bei ng
carried out here because figures showthat there are nore housew ves and
children infected with the di sease i n Mal aysi a than sex workers.

"We are not sending the right nessage," she said. "Peopl e shoul d be nmade
awar e t hat Al DS can af fect everyone. Husbands who had been infected with
HVwlIl infect their wives while drug addicts can transnit the disease to
their spouses and babies."

Now that is a tragedy.

Sone people woul d li ke to believe that abstinence, rather than pronoting



the use of protective nmeasures, is the best way to deal with Al DS

This policy, advocated by world | eaders |i ke US presi dent George W Bush
and Ugandan Presi dent Yoweri Miseveni, was w dely debated at the ongoing
Bangkok conference.

Fi ne. Abstinence is pure and unadulterated. It's what our grandnothers

would |ike us to do. You can doit, | nay be able to do it, but can that
guy sitting in that corner or that girl living next door do it? Can they
abst ai n?

Rel i gi ous groups and some holier-than-thou NGOs have repeatedly objected
to the pronotion of condons because they feel it m ght encourage sex out
of wedl ock and prom scuity anong t he young.

Yeah, right. Even without the |iberal sale of condons here, we still
have a daily diet of rape, khal wat and ot her sexy news i n the papers. Just
yesterday we saw the big bold headline in the Mal ay Mail about an ongoi ng
court case: "He pestered me for sex". So what are we tal king about here?
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