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Enpoweri ng wonen to fight H V/ Al DS

By Sofi anni Subki

A young sex worker's experience, as well as papers and workshops on gender
di scrimnation, human rights abuses and practices to prevent the spreadi ng
of H V/ AlDS serve as an eye-opener for SOFI ANNl SUBKI, who attended the
first Asia Pacific Wmen, Grls and H V/ Al DS Best Practices Conference
hel d i n I sl amabad, Paki st an.

BEJEVELLED and dressed in a sequi ned sal war kanmeez, pretty Kiran Zareen
| ooks nothing like the stereotype exploited sex worker. She's only 23 but
her heavily-kohl ed eyes and knowi ng smle belie her age.

Born in one of the red light districts of Hyderabad in Pakistan, she's
been a sex worker since she was 12. She earns between 35 and 40, 000
Paki st ani rupees (RMB, 000 plus) a nonth, a lucrative incone that gives her
a confortable lifestyle

"“I''m happy, but it will be difficult for me to find sonmeone to accept
and marry ne," she said. "This is one of the disadvantages of the job."

But she is quick to point out that the bl eak prospect of renaining
single is nothing conpared to the risk faced by sex workers due to the
H V/ Al DS scour ge.

This is why she volunteers for the G eenstar Project, a government-
supported venture that runs a clinic in Serey Ghat, the fourth largest red
light district area in Pakistan.

The clinic functions as a resource centre that dissem nates health and
di sease prevention nessages. It is fromhere that Kiran, as well as five
ot her sex workers, operate as peer outreach workers.

"As a peer worker, my duty is to spread know edge about H V/ Al DS and
sexual ly transnitted infections (STIs) and the inportance of using condons
to prevent it fromspreading in our community,"” she said. "I teach other
sex workers and also ny clients.”

On whet her she intends to give up sex work in the future, she said: "No,
I Iike nmy financial independence.”

Kiran was one of the participants at the first Asia Pacific Wmen, Grls
and H V/ Al DS Best Practices Conference held in |Islambad, Pakistan
recently. She was there to represent |ocal sex workers as well as gain
more know edge HI V/ AIDS and share her experience as a G eenstar peer
out reach worker.

The t hree-day conference was a benchmark in ternms of its content and
issues as it was the first H V/ AIDS conference that focused on girls and
wonen. It headlined current statistics that reflect the i ncreased gl oba
fem nisation of AIDS with nore than half of those infected being wonen and
girls.

International del egates of various fields and specialisations got
together to share strategies, know edge and best practices for the
prevention and treatnent of the epidem c. There were representatives from
Mal aysi a, | ndia, China, Bangl adesh, Nepal, |ndonesia, Myanmar, |ran and
the United Nations.

The conference, jointly organi sed by the Paki stani Governnent, Pakistan
Nati onal AIDS Control Progranme and non-governnmental organi sation AVAL
Human Devel opnent, was | aunched by Paki stani Prinme M nister Shaukat Aziz.

He call ed on concerted and coordinated efforts by Asian countries to
prevent H'V/ AIDS through health reformnms, enpowernent of their wonen and
poverty al |l evi ation.

Dr Nafis Sadi k, special envoy to the UN secretary-general on H V/ Al DS,



was al so present to deliver the key-note address. Later, a pre-recorded
speech by Datin Paduka Marina Mahathir, the president of the Ml aysi an
Al DS Council, was shown via video.

The conference, which took place at the Islanabad Marriott Hotel, kicked
off with a plenary session by the Pakistan National AIDS Control Programe
manager Dr Asnma Bukhari. Gender discrimnation, human rights abuses and
yout h practices in preventing H'V/ AIDS were the main topics |ater
addressed at vari ous wor kshops.

The foll owi ng day saw nore workshops. Three were conducted by nenbers of
t he Mal aysi an conti ngent.

Cat heri ne Arumanayagam of the Wnen and Heal th Associ ati on of Kual a
Lunmpur tal ked about her experience running a half-way home for homel ess
and H V/ Al DS-positive femal e sex workers.

"Many sell their bodies to support their husbands' or boyfriends' drug
habit," she said. "Many becone drug users thenselves to nunb their senses,
it's easier to do their jobs this way. Many give birth to children who are
not issued birth certificates and therefore deni ed access to educati on.

"Sex workers are not educated about H V/ AIDS and STls and do not have
identification docunments to have access to hospital treatnent, which
results in del ayed health care. They are stigmatised, unable to get
alternative jobs, thrown out of rented roons and often end up honel ess. "

Fadzi | ah Abdul Ham d of Runmah Sol eha in Ml aysia presented a paper on
H 'V Positive Musli mWnen: Care and Support Chall enge. "Stigna and
discrinmnation are prevalent in Mlaysia, and particularly directed
agai nst Musli mwonen with HV," she said. "There is a wi despread belief
that wonmen are infected because they have been prom scuous, but the
reality is that they are infected by their husbands."

Khartini Slamah of the Asia Pacific Network of Sex Wbrkers tal ked about
the problenms and discrimnation faced by sex workers. Wmen isolated in
brothels or hotels are prevented, or unable, to access information and
services vital to their protection

"I't's not just about providing condons, it's also providing information
on how to use them" she said. "Sex workers need realistic work
alternatives, they don't need any nore sew ng machi nes."

G obally, young wonen and girls are nore susceptible to H 'V than nen or
boys, with studies showing they can be 2.5 tines nore likely to be H V-
infected as their male counterparts. Their vulnerability is primarily due
to i nadequat e knowl edge about AIDS, insufficient access to HV prevention
services, inability to negotiate safer sex and a | ack of fermal e-controlled
H V prevention nmet hods such as m crobici des.

At the sane tine, all over the world, wonmen do not enjoy the sane rights
and access to enpl oynent, property and education as nen. Wnen and girls
are also nore likely to face sexual viol ence, which can accel erate the
spread of H V.

Around half of all people living with HHV in the world are female. This
is why Hl Vpositive wonmen have a uni que and valuable role to play, in
society and in fighting H'V/ AIDS. Wonen hold fam |ies and communities
together and are a source of great strength in the face of H V/ Al DS
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