Aids, ads and awareness
By Huma Khawar


Communication goes far beyond providing people with information. Targeted and sensitive communication, using informal, traditional or interpersonal means, can encourage larger groups of people to change their behavior and adopt new practices that will improve their lives, provided the message is understood by the recipient. Only organised, people-based and research-oriented communication can claim to be useful for the success of social movements
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lt was 25 years ago this summer that Acquired Immune-deficiency Syndrome, the disease now recognised all over the world as Aids, was first detected and recorded in the United States. Over the past two decades, the infection rate has grown rapidly in Asia, which is now second to Africa in the number of HIV-positive people.

In Pakistan, HIV and Aids was first detected in 1986 and according to UNAids’ estimates, this country now has over 80,000 infected people … and counting. Globally, every minute six people die of an Aids-related illness. Every minute, nine more become HIV-positive. More than half of those new infections will be young people between the ages of 15-24 and more than half of them will be women.

“If they had been chickens diagnosed with Bird Flu, it would have dominated the media. But because HIV and Aids is still considered to be a disease of the marginalized, it is treated differently,” says Bill Roedy, the president of MTV International.Media has a powerful role to play in educating the world. Roedy, who is also an UNAids Ambassador, believes that “HIV and Aids programming needs to become part of the DNA of media companies globally.”

Qamar-ul Islam Siddiqui, former BCC Coordinator who has worked with the National Aids Control Programme (NACP) for over a decade can still recall the beginning of the advertising campaign against Aids in the initial years — a time when media men were scared to even write the word ‘Aids’ in the copy of a commercial.

“There were restrictions and we didn’t know how to address the issue. It was after a lot of guts that a commercial was finally produced, saying: “Aids is a dangerous disease. Prevention is must.” It was later improved to “HIV is dangerous. Protect yourself,” focusing on only blood and blood products as the mode of transmission. There was no mention of sex. No one permitted us to use the word ‘condom’,” he says.

It was in 2002 that a commercial was finally made showing and promoting male contraception. It was approved by the local censor board with some modification, but when it was ready to be aired, the state-run media resisted its telecast as the concerned officials got cold feet and said no. “It said ‘qurbat ke ta’alukaat mein ahtiyat kariyay and use this (a condom was shown). It didn’t even say the word condom, and this was at a time when two male contraception ads were already running on television,” recalls Siddiqui.

It was only after 2002 that all the modes of transmission of HIV and Aids between the sexes were explained. During this period, media had started taking up the issue in their programming and so the silence was finally breaking.

Communication goes far beyond providing people with information. Targeted and sensitive communication, using informal, traditional or interpersonal means, can encourage larger groups of people to change their behavior and adopt new practices that will improve their lives, provided the message is understood by the recipient. Only organised, people-based and researched communication can claim to be useful for success of social movements.

“Information on Aids should be scientifically correct and socially and ethically just,” says Scott Rawdin, communication expert in HIV and Aids. Otherwise media can also unnecessarily create fear and paranoia and incite stigma and discrimination, making it very difficult for people in need to seek and have access to life-saving services. According to a study focusing on the ‘lack of understanding among TV audiences for Aids’, by Dr Arjumand Faisel and his team, difficult words used in ads such as “qurbat ke ta’aluqaat (intimate relations) are not understood by a majority of the people. In fact, it is not clear to most people what kind of ehtiyati tadabeer (safety precautions) need to be adopted.

When a respondent was asked to explain what the message conveyed, he said “taking precautions is necessary: wash your hands before eating, keep environment clean and dishes should be clean.” Another person said “it refers to clean syringes” — although the spot was referring to sexual relations.

A TV spot of truckers were under the misguided impression that one can get Aids just by sitting together. A young man from Thokar Niaz Baig, Lahore, said: ‘The ad says people should not sit too close to one another because one can contract Aids even from the other’s breath. Another misunderstanding was that Aids can be prevented by proper hygiene, for example by using clean utensils.

Today, government officials acknowledge that much remains to be done as regards media awareness campaigns regarding HIV and Aids. According to Dr Asma Bokhari, Manager National Aids Control Programme (NACP), “Societies which have a large population of people living with HIV and Aids have been working on stigma for over 20 years. They are into their third decade and the issues of stigma still persist. We have to be realistic.

“We have become quite open in advertising. We have not faced any kind of community reaction or strong objection like population planning or any other quarter. Behaviour change takes time. I must admit there is a change already. There are clearly written instructions from the Prime Minister Secretariat that we increase the scope of our awareness campaign,” she says.

Although low prevalence, Pakistan has a concentrated epidemic in some populations with high-risk behaviors for HIV transmission. Until a few years back, state-run media enjoyed a monopoly all over the country. The privatisation of the electronic media and the growth of private channels generated competition and brought about a positive change in programming content. Pakistan is still years behind the countries worst hit by HIV, but today we stand at a crossroads. HIV is among us and only by accepting this can we deal with it.

