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Taking the AIDS battle to schools

Loretta Ann Soosayr a]

WHEN it comes to halting the spread of AIDS, young people really are our
best hope. Perhaps our only hope. But they are also the npbst vul nerable
According to Health Mnistry statistics, youth (aged 13 to 39 years) in
Mal aysi a make up 80 per cent of reported cases.

"This is why we have to intensify progranmes ainmed at young people,”
says Ml aysian AIDS Council and Mal aysian Al DS Foundation chairman Datin
Paduka Marina Mhathir

In the various programmes the foundation has organi sed, the nobst
interesting response it received was when it held programes for students
wi thin the school

"Part of the session was neeting a H V+ person of their age," explained
Marina. "And young people are full of surprises... they didn't shy away,
but instead, came forward and shook hands, and asked all kinds of
guestions. That's sonething you don't really see in adults.™

Teachi ng what this disease enconpasses is a tough task. One of the
hardest things to do is to convince average, m ddle-class people that THEY
are the ones who can be at the highest risk of contracting the virus
should they lead a high-risk lifestyle - and not honpsexual s, drug users
or sex workers who are commonly associated with the disease.

This is why it nmakes sense to start with education programes for young
children. It has to begin early.

But pool together the resources of all the H V/ AIDS non-governnenta
organi sations and there still wouldn't be enough to keep such a progranme
afloat for all the schools, on a regular basis. "W just don't have the
capacity to conduct programmes like this on the scale necessary to nmmke it
effective," says Marina. "And it can't be just a general talk on the
subject; it nmust be well-thought out."

An exanple of a programme which is working is the Youth-to-Youth
programre. |lnvolving mainly urban schools, it works by having teens depict
real -life situations where people put thenmselves at risk in a performance
The programe kicked off at the 5th International Congress on AIDS in Asia
and Pacific four years ago and has since expanded.

"But we have 8,000 secondary schools... how can we handle it on the
funds and nanpower we have? And there is the need for repeat programmes,
for every school year sees nobre students conming in.

"There is no other way than to have it ingrained within the education
system not added on as an extra."

In nbst countries, she explains, programmes for the young are given the
hi ghest priority. Gving priority means allocating sufficient funds
Marina, who recently returned from Bangkok, relates how a manual for the
Education Mnistry has been drawn up to teach students and teachers alike
about H V/ Al DS.

"As far as we (Ml aysia) are concerned, there is no need to reinvent the
wheel. Al we need is the willingness to take sonething which works, and
nodify it to suit our needs."

Focus is inportant. And this is where statistics are vital indicators of
reality, although it is generally accepted that the nunbers are seriously
under-reported for a variety of reasons.

"W have not done any real scientific calculations on nunbers, but the
Mnistry of Health thinks it is double the nunbers we have... although
am not sure on what basis... we aren't sure ourselves either, for that



matter."

But if the statistics are indeed right, then 72 per cent of all H V+
Mal aysi ans are drug users. Says Marina: "Then you would think 72 per cent
of the budget would go towards this... but this isn't so

"Way the mismatch between policies and fund allocations?" she asks. "The
answer probably lies in the fact that the issue has not been thought of
conprehensively."

An exanple of an inconsistency is that drug abuse cones under the
purview of the Honme Mnistry, not the Health Mnistry

"The anti-drug people sinmply do not understand the connection with HV,
neither do they understand certain |laws and policies... they are guided by
the aimof stopping drug abuse."

But there have been steps taken in the right direction, although they
have been small, slow ones. The foundation, for instance, recently gave a
presentation to the Mnistry of Hone Affairs showing the link between drug
abuse and H V/ Al DS.

"I feel quite positive about it because when the anti-drug programe was
| aunched, the speech was actually anmended to incorporate H V/ Al DS!

Marina insists that we have to strategi se sonme progranmes better.

"The main thing is to push for policies and programes that are
evi dence- based, not ones that are nade on whins and fancies. Existing
policies nmust be re-evaluated - we shouldn't be wasting tinme and resources
by concentrating on lowrisk groups, while ignoring the high-risk groups,
just because they are distasteful to some people."

It is all about pushing the |eadership to make it a priority. "Leaders
have to have vision and courage. W nust do things right even if we are
criticised, as they will pay off.

"AIDS, after all, is a threat to devel opment, and we can't all ow what
happened in Africa to happen here. Last year, we had the highest nunber of
new i nfections, and that is a tinmely wake-up call."

Statistics fromthe Health Mnistry show that the H V/ AlDS epideni c has
reached alarmng rates. In 2002, 19 new H V infections were reported in
Mal aysi a every day, of which 81 per cent were anpbng those aged between 20
and 39 years. Wrldw de statistics also show that every nminute, a child
with H VAIDS dies due in part to lack of shelter, medicine and food. In
2003, statistics continue to escal ate.

* The witer can be reached at |oretta@stp.comny



	Taking the AIDS battle to schools (NST 11/11/2003)

