


Chapter Nine 

On Track to Dwarf every 
Catastrophe 

Not too long ago, in early 1997 , I was working closely with th e Unite d 

Nations Developmen t Programm e an d th e Nationa l AID S 

Programme o f Nepal . Th e numbe r o f AID S case s writte n i n whit e chal k 

on a  smal l blackboar d i n th e roo m o f th e Directo r o f th e Nationa l AID S 

Programme wa s 546 . I  remember th e light-hearte d laug h o f th e Directo r 

as he commented , 'M s Nath, HIV/AID S i s just on e bu s accident fo r us . I t 

is no t a  catastrophe' . Perhap s countrie s i n othe r part s o f th e worl d wer e 

experiencing simila r manifestation s o f th e 'denia l syndrome' . A  stud y i n 

1997, undertaken b y UNAIDS an d Harvard , showe d tha t i n tha t yea r th e 

international dono r countrie s devote d onl y $15 0 millio n t o AID S pre -

vention i n Africa . Thi s wa s les s tha n th e cos t o f makin g th e Hollywoo d 

extravaganza, calle d The  Wild  West ! Thi s wa s i n fac t th e cos t o f buildin g 

12 kilometer s o f a  doubl e trac k motorabl e highwa y i n th e Unite d State s 

of America . 

Today, i n th e morgu e o f Parirenyatw a Hospita l i n Zimbabwe , hea d 

mortician Pau l Tabvemhin i open s th e doo r t o th e larg e col d roo m tha t 

holds dea d bodies . Bu t i t i s impossible t o wal k i n becaus e s o many bodie s 

lie o n th e floor ; wrappe d i n blanket s fro m thei r deathbed s o r dresse d i n 

the clothe s the y die d in . Alon g th e walls , corpse s ar e packe d tw o t o a 
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shelf I n a  secon d col d storag e are a th e shelve s ar e narrower , s o 
Tabvemhini faces a  gruesome choice. He can stack the bodies one on to p 
of each other, which squashes the face an d make s i t hard fo r relative s t o 
identify th e body or he can leave them out i n the hall unrefrigerated. H e 
refuses t o defor m th e bodie s s o a  pai r o f corpse s lie s outside o n gunny s 
behind a  curtain. The odou r of decomposition i s faint bu t clear . This i n 
fact i s the leve l of the AIDS catastrophe i n Africa . 

There i s no reason why the tragedy or catastrophe should be any dif-
ferent i n the other regions - i t i s perhaps only a matter of time.The wide 
crescent of east and southern Africa tha t sweeps down from Mount Kenya 
and aroun d th e Cape o f Good Hop e i s the hardes t hit . Here th e viru s is 
cutting dow n mor e an d mor e o f Africa' s mos t energeti c an d productiv e 
people aged between 15-49 . 

According t o a  recen t analysi s undertake n b y th e Worl d Ban k i n 
Africa, AID S wil l hav e kille d 15,00 0 teacher s i n Tanzani a b y th e yea r 
2010 and th e trainin g of new teachers to replace them wil l require $37.8 
million. I n Côt e d'Ivoir e a  teache r die s ever y schoo l day . I n Zimbabw e 
half o f th e patient s i n hospital s ar e infecte d b y HIV/AIDS . Keny a wil l 
need to spend half of its national budget to treat HIV/AIDS. Households 
in Côt e d'Ivoir e ar e alread y experiencin g a  67 pe r cen t dro p i n incom e 
because o f HIV/AIDS . Betwee n 20-3 0 pe r cen t o f worker s i n Sout h 
Africa's gol d mining industr y -  th e mainsta y of the country' s economy -
are estimated to be HIV-positive; replacing these workers will cut into the 
industry's productivity . 

Catastrophes an d challenge s hav e riddle d huma n histor y ove r th e 
ages. The challeng e tha t thi s epidemic i s posing i s unique. For example, 
the slave trade also targeted people in their prime, killing or sending int o 
bondage perhap s 2 5 millio n people . Bu t tha t happene d ove r fou r cen -
turies. Seventeen years have passed since the AID S virus was first foun d 
in Africa o n th e shore s of Lake Victoria, ye t th e viru s has already kille d 
more than 1 1 million people i n Africa alone . Close to 23 million peopl e 
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in Afric a ar e no w livin g wit h th e virus . 

War an d conflic t ar e n o doub t catastrophic . Las t yea r th e combine d 

wars i n Afric a kille d 200,00 0 people . AID S ha s kille d te n time s tha t 

number i n th e sam e regio n ove r th e sam e spa n o f time . 

Other catastrophe s -  floods,  famines , earthquakes , volcanic eruption s 

- kil l large numbers o f people i n one swif t sweep , leaving behind pai n an d 

agony, bu t i n th e wak e o f th e HIV/AID S epidemi c thes e environmenta l 

disasters seem, t o me, much easie r t o cope with . They hav e a  certain leve l 

of in-buil t resistanc e fo r th e affected . Foo d aid , rehabilitatio n opportuni -

ties lik e credi t assistance , medica l assistance , settin g u p o f refuge e estab -

lishments, above al l a  kind o f sympathy, love , concern an d affectio n mak e 

reconstruction possible . I  hav e me t victim s o f disaster s cause d b y earth -

quakes, floods  an d famine , an d the y do reminisc e abou t th e traged y o f th e 

past, bu t the y see m t o b e abl e t o loo k a t i t a s a  pai n lef t behind . Th e 

tumultuous moment s face d a s a  resul t o f mas s dislocations o f population s 

amidst massacr e an d terro r ar e relate d b y th e victim s o f suc h tragedie s 

with a n almos t anecdota l valu e an d spirit . Th e event s ar e usuall y drama -

tised an d tol d b y grandparent s t o thei r grandchildren , an d ofte n use d t o 

stir a  sens e o f gratitud e i n th e nex t generatio n fo r no t havin g gon e 

through thos e moments . Thes e tragedie s ofte n brin g wit h the m a n in -

built resilience . A s I  relate thi s m y min d i s conjuring u p th e visio n o f th e 

Indo-Pak conflicts , th e storie s of the partitio n o f the tw o countries relate d 

to me by my grand-uncles, wh o live d throug h i t all , los t a  lot bu t regaine d 

all tha t wa s los t i n les s tha n a  generation . I  do no t se e thi s kin d o f resis -

tance i n households and nations reeling under th e shock of the HIV/AID S 

epidemic. Th e epidemi c i s trul y o n trac k t o dwar f ever y catastrophe . I n 

other catastrophe s th e wors t consequenc e i s death , i n HIV/AID S th e 

worst consequence i s not jus t th e dead , bu t th e livin g who ar e lef t behind . 

According t o Geof f Foster , th e founde r o f th e Famil y AID S Carin g 

Trust (FACT) : 'Th e orphan s o f th e AID S epidemi c ar e mor e likel y t o b e 

poor, mor e likel y t o b e deprive d o f education , mor e likel y t o b e abused , 
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neglected an d stigmatised an d when the y get HIV and die who will care 
for thei r children? Nobody, because they will be children of orphans with 
no grandparents.' The immensity of this catastrophe was brought out with 
stark data analysis by Dr. Mechai Viravaidya on the floor of the UN whe n 
he declare d tha t ther e ha d bee n a  40 0 pe r cen t increas e i n orphan s i n 
Cambodia, a  300 per cent increas e i n Vietnam and Myanmmar, and tha t 
in his own country, Thailand, by the end of the year 2000 there would be 
90,000 orphans. I  heard Mecha i i n astonished silence . The adag e that 'i t 
took a village to raise a child' seemed to fade away from my consciousness. 
The projection s g o on . M s Eim i Watanabe , th e Assistan t Secretar y 
General o f the UNDP highlighted th e catastroph e o n World AID S Day 
in 1999 : 'Before HIV/AID S was on th e horizon one i n 50 children wer e 
orphaned, but today i t is one in 1 0 and by 2010 it has been projected tha t 
in some countries i n sub-Saharan Afric a on e i n every three children wil l 
be orphaned. ' Sh e was quoting from empirica l work recently undertake n 
by the World Bank i n the African region . 

In 2000, the South African researcher , Martin Schontiech publishe d 
a pape r tha t begin s b y notin g 'I n a  decade' s tim e ever y fourt h Sout h 
African wil l be aged 15-24 . It is in this age group that people's propensity 
to commi t crim e i s a t it s highest . Whil e som e cause s o f crim e ca n b e 
curtailed, othe r cause s such a s large numbers o f juveniles i n th e genera l 
population an d a  hig h proportio n o f childre n brough t u p withou t ade -
quate parenta l supervision , ar e beyon d th e contro l o f th e state . N o 
amount o f stat e spendin g o n th e crimina l justic e syste m wil l be abl e t o 
counter thi s harsh reality. ' 

More AID S an d mor e crim e ar e amon g th e mos t dramati c con -
sequences o f th e orpha n explosion . A n increasingl y poo r populatio n 
experiencing intergenerationa l povert y an d les s investmen t b y th e 
capitalists in countries with mature epidemics is crippling any possibilities 
for the alleviation of human suffering . 

Today, ever y minute , 5  mor e peopl e unde r th e ag e o f 2 5 ar e bein g 
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infected. Mor e tha n hal f o f thes e ar e wome n livin g i n th e developin g 

world. Thes e wome n ar e facin g a  hos t o f ethica l dilemma s a s the y con -

front th e HIV/AID S epidemic . I  echo a  fe w o f thei r concern s an d anxi -

eties. Shoul d the y ris k givin g birt h t o a  sic k child ? Ca n the y eve r ge t 

access t o protoco l 07 6 tha t coul d preven t thi s fro m happening ? Woul d 

they b e cheate d an d use d a s a  placeb o i f the y volunteere d t o participat e 

in researc h trials ? Will thei r chil d di e i f they di d no t breas t fee d him/he r 

for fea r o f mother-to-chil d transmission ? Wil l thei r communit y forgiv e 

them fo r no t breast-feedin g thei r child ? I f the y d o op t fo r no t bringin g a 

sick chil d int o thi s worl d wh o wil l ensur e tha t the y hav e acces s t o a  saf e 

medical terminatio n o f pregnancy ? 

What give s meanin g t o our wor k i s that thes e ar e only dilemma s an d 

not dea d ends . Th e dilemma s d o hav e answer s an d thes e answer s ca n b e 

found i f w e decid e t o re-enginee r developmen t wit h th e richnes s o f th e 

perspectives o f peopl e livin g wit h HIV/AIDS . Fo r me , th e stor y o f th e 

epidemic i s non e othe r tha n a  stor y o f live s shattere d b y tragedie s an d 

lives rekindle d wit h hope . 

Esther's Story 

Working with  development  issues  there comes a time when  one  gets a little frus-
trated. It's  difficult  to  mark  success.  Sometimes  we  do  not  know  for  years 
whether the  work done  has  made a  change or touched a life. That  is  one reason 
why Esther's  story has  so much meaning  for  me.  But  that , of  course, is  not the 
only reason.  Esther's  story  is  perhaps  the  landmark  milestone  from  tragedy 
towards hope. 

Esther's story is  real. 
The year  - 1998.  The  place  - a  doctor's clinic. The  purpose  - a  check up 

for her  sick child . . .  and it  was then  that  lightning struck. Her  sick  child needed 
a blood  transfusion  and  she  gave  her  sample.  The  sequence  of  events  seem 
almost like  a third-class  soap opera.  The  doctor  informed  her  that  she  and her 
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child were both HIV-positive. Bewildered  and scared, she asked him what to do. 
He callously replied that she could not do much as AIDS could  not be cured and 
anyway she would not live  long. Esther's nightmare  was  far from over.  She 
turned to her husband for solace and support but he left her after coming to know 
that she was  HIV-positive. Esther  spent the next four years in  agony, in pain, 
in despair. Until  she came across a newspaper clipping which read 'HIV/AIDS 
- THER E IS  HOPE'.  There  was a phone number and a name beneath the 
heading. Esther  wasted no time and spoke on  the number to Linda Francis, a 
social worker at the organisation called 'THE  CENTER' . 

Then life changed. She  was told categorically that  being HIV-positive does 
not mean that one was dying. After  long hours of counselling Esther emerged a 
much stronger and a more positive human being. Today  Esther is employed as a 
counsellor. She  is not dead as had been predicted, instead  she is more alive than 
many of us. 

Esthers story is not hers alone  -  this  is the story of many AIDS victims 
across the divide. They  have lived through it all - pain,  rejection, desolation and 
fear. They have triumphed over them, to move from tragedy towards hope. 
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