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HIV:  GETTING ACTION OF OUR POLITICAL LEADERSHIP

Michael Kirby*

In his article on political commitment to the struggle against HIV/AIDS, my fellow countryman, David Patterson, has touched on many of the relevant dilemmas and impediments.


We were lucky in Australia when AIDS came along in the early 1980s.  The Federal Minister and his Opposition counterpart showed great courage, wisdom and willingness to listen to NGOs.  Inevitably, at that time, most of the NGOs were from the gay community.  Recently, the Minister, now in retirement, has disclosed a long term gay relationship.  It was a fluke that he was in office at the time.  He was supportive of bold strategies.  He was articulate and persuasive.  Without him, the Australian response would have been much slower.  Chances like that cannot be counted on in most countries.


Yet the arrival of the HIV/AIDS epidemic has mobilised a lot of silent people.  The loss of friends, lovers and family has propelled people into activism.  This happened to me.  It drove me into public involvement, which judges would not normally enter.  I spoke at conferences of gays, commercial sex workers and at meetings with injecting drug users.  I still do.  Eventually this momentum coaxed me into disclosure of my own homosexuality.  In the face of HIV/AIDS, shame and silence seemed absurd.  


The same things are happening around the world.  In developing countries, HIV is not primarily a "gay disease".  It is attacking the sons and daughters, wives and friends of political leaders, and sometimes those leaders themselves.  Sadly, many will be silenced by shame and ignorance.  But a few will speak out and take the lead.  Their voices are precious.  They must be identified, supported, encouraged and promoted.  Putting well known faces to the campaigns for HIV awareness is part of the strategy we need to encourage.  It is a bit like "coming out" for gays and lesbians.  When a few people do it, it becomes easier for others.  It is less of an ordeal.  


Unfortunately, as David Patterson's article shows, political mobilisation is a complex thing.  The attention span and true commitment of politicians all too often varies with the most recent pressure applied to them.  In the struggle against HIV, the experience of many countries teaches that there is a need for:

· Institutional responses in the bureaucracy;

· Civil society actions to spread the message; and

· Constant follow-up and auditing to ensure effectiveness.


From 1993 to 1996 I served as UN Special Representative in Cambodia.  At that time, according to tests in the blood supply, HIV was a small problem.  I put HIV at the top of my agenda, as a priority target.  I gathered the support of King Sihanouk.  I explained to everyone who would listen how it was a vital human rights issue.  The NGOs generally gave support, especially womens' groups.  But the male politicians, by and large, reacted with indifference or giggles.


When eventually large public posters with rudimentary AIDS warnings were put up, the city council, under pressure from residents, pulled them down.  Instead of instituting condom distribution to the brothel district near Phnom Penh as I recommended, the brothels were raided by police and closed.  The CSWP were scattered beyond support and health messages.  Hypocritically, the leaders blamed "foreign girls" who were spreading the virus.  Now Cambodia has very high rates of HIV.  If only I could have been more effective.  


What did it require?  It needed radical changes to the fabric, culture and economic organisation of society to inform and empower people to protect themselves.  It needed a community more responsive to activist groups with little political clout.  It needed vision to perceive the priorities.  It needed a change of spiritual values and an end to xenophobia.  All of these represented a big ask.  There was no time to get such changes.  There was no equivalent to our Health Minister in Australia, Mechai Viravaidya in Thailand or the incomparable Jonathan Mann of WHO.  As a result tens of thousands in Canberra are now living with HIV and many will die.


The moral of this story is that effective change agents with achievable strategies are needed to break the cycle of ignorance and powerlessness that feeds off silence.  Politicians have a role to play.  Key health bureaucrats can be mobilised.  Activist NGOs can try to grab the attention of whatever media will listen.  National and international bodies must do what they can to teach the lessons that have been learned by the countries that went before.


This is not a war.  It is a great civil struggle.  Only someone who has not sat at the bedside of a suffering human being is indifferent.  We who know must spread the news and do what we can.  This is self-protection.  It is also a moral duty.
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