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Joint effort needed to curb prejudice,

Last week we asked if read-
ers think discrimination and
stigma are reasons why only
10 per cent of MSM (men
who have sex with men) in
Viat Nam use public bealth
services, We alsoasked what
readers think should be done
to change that. These are
some of the answers we o
celved.

NgySn Chung Thi, Ha NS HIV
o
1'm not surprised by these
numbers because the real
numbers are always morc
than those published in re-
parts by the UN or other
organisations.

it is understandable that
many gay men find it hard to
come out, cspecially those
who are infected with HIV.
Other people still keep their
conservative thinking to-
ward gay peeple, mastly
older generations.

Another problem, in my
opinion, is the “easy"”
lifestyle of a great purt of the
gay community. Their habit
of not being faithful o one
partner butchanging partners
regulasty plays an important
role in spreading HIVZAIDS
in the MSM community par-
ticularly and in society in
general.

How can we change that?1
think this depends on both
sides. On the one hand, the
gay community should
recognise that they need to
maintaina healthier lifestyle.
On the other hand, society
needs to change their atti-
tude towards gay people,
stop looking at them with dis-
gust.

The Minisiry and depart-
ments of Health need to cre-
aie and apply more practical
pmgmmsbzpmmotl:}ﬂw
AIDS prevention. Current
efforst are too short-term and
unrealistic. At the same time,
our education system needs
1o insert sex education into
teaching programumes for sec-
andary school and above, be-
cause our students are oo
longer as innocent as before
living in the internet era.
Schools need to play an im-
portant role in teaching sti-
dents how (o live a healthy
and pratical lifestyle and
families need to start talking
about sex to their chiidren.
Internetis 2 great school for
the kids, but letting them surf
the interner by themseives is
dangerous.

Nguy&n Thanh My Actionaid
Brussels

Tnmy opinion, gay people,
both women and men, rarely
use health services because
they ase afmid of the discrimi-
nation from their families and
society.

There are many people
who think homosexuality is
a sickness. As a result, it's
very difficult for the homa-
sexuals olead a normal life.

The more they hide them-
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selves, the less they use so-
cial services.

To improve this, T think we
need o have a wide and ap-
propriate information and
education programme sa that
MSM understand their rights
and can receive the neces-
sary information about the
social services available to
them. This programme
should also target greater
public awareness to encour-
age sympathy and uader-
standing that will bopefully
encourage the gay commu-
nity to be more open and
more willing to use social

services.

As for the health service,
it should offer comfortable
and sensitive access. High
confidentiality is very impor-
tant.

Binh Thai Son, Ha Ngi FHI
Yiet Nam

As a supervisor and man-
ager to HIV preventionactivi-
ties for the MSM comumunity
in some big citiesin Vi¢t Nam,
[ realise that the greatest ob-
stacle to encouraging MSM
from using health services is
discrimination: We need 1o
focus on educating and train-
ing people warking in these
services about the mentality
and sensitivity of the people
they are dealing with.

It takes time to change
public opinion, so social ad-
ministration agencies should
pay more attention to lead-
ing people’s positive aware-
ness of M5M, as well as sup-
parting strong projects and

& working on HTV
prevention and intervention
for this group of people.

Tom Miller, California
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and not a threar, the sooner
the healing — physical and
peychological — will occur.
This is asking many to make
abig step since all their lives
the idea of homosexuality
has been reinforced as evil.
American writer and social
critic Mark Twain once said
“Travel is fatal to prejudice,
bigotry, and narrow-
mind ." The same can
be said about getting lo know
the gay community.

Joshua Riedel, HEN

In addition W overcoming
general  discrimination
against gays in Hi Ngi and
HCM City, it seems to me
that a more immediate and
Feasible issue to confront and
gvercome is improving the
channels of communication
within the gay commumnity.
Even if access to bealth sez-
vices is limited tn Vigt Nam
due, in part, to the gencral
population's discrimination
against gay men, the 10 per
cent of gay men who do take
advantige of the health ser-
vices offered should sharc
their information with the
other 90 per cent of men who
do not use those services,
helping 1o introduce them (o
gay-friendly clirics and doc-
tors. With the ssistance and
encouragement of others
within the gay community,
perhaps men who do notcur-
rently think they have access
to health services would
come to discover that it is
possible to stay heaithy and
gay in Vigt Nam.

Dr Nick Mediand, Vigt Nam
Chair MSM Subcommittes
HIVAIDS Technical Working
Group

Tt would be wiss for the
Govemnment and society 10
“hite the bullet™ since this is
not “their” problem, it is
“our" problem. Excluding
the gay community from our
thinking and action excludes
people we know and love,
and the sooner we can accept
* gayness” as a reality anda
legitimate part of aur society

Evidence from around the
world, and increasingly from
Vigt Mam, suggests that MSM
feel sigmatised and discrimi-
nated againstin daily life and
when coming into contact
with services and with other
autharities. Many gothrough
life trying to avoid such con-
tact and actvely try o siay
hidden. Reaching out with

services

information, educntion, sup-
port, assistance and health
care is that much more diffi-
cult.

We know well how MSM,
can protect themselves and
their parmers from HIV infec-
tion: to be well informed
about condom use and HIV
prevention; to feel confident
and strong encugh in their
own hearts 1o Want to protect
themselves; to be able to go
to a health secvice in a sup-
portive and safe environment
foran HIV test from time (o
lime; to receive the support
and friendship of their peers.

Vigt Mam has been doing
nrmazing work in a short pe-
rod of tme to help prevent
the rapid spread of HIV in-
fection that we have seed in
neighbouring countries.
However, this is justa begin-
ning amd an enormous
amonnt is yet 1o be done. We
suppert and applaud the
work of the govermnment in
this

There are a lot of inspiring
individuals and groups doing
great work in MSM commu-
nities. We need o be open
in our suppart for them. The
press and our leadersneed to
give the message that we will
take care of every member
of our seciety, thatit's CK o
be gay. Then, and only then,
will we bave a chance to re-
duce the threat that the HIV
epidemic poses to each and
every ong of us.

Nathaile Milier, Ha Nji Entre-
preneurs du Monde, Country
Director

~T'mnotsurc MM s Ack
of access to HIVIAIDS health
service is reflective of ho-
mophobia. The drving force
of spreading HIV/AIDS in
Vigt Nam is intrayenous drug
nse (IDUY; altbough the liai-
son berween HIV/AIDS and
drug use has diminished in
recent years in Vigt Nam, the
liak is irrefutable. The lack
of access to HIVIAIDS health
services that you noted with
MSM populaticas is alsa
prevalent among IDU popu-
lations who are not, of course,
all men baving sex with men
- ol would hesitate to argue
that the reason behind this
pheaomenon is hamophobia

Thatsaid, there is definitely
ongoing stigma in Vigt Nam
against gay men— and perhaps
more 50 Against gay Womern, 3
sgroup that you didn’t include
in your queston.

In Viét Nam, where kinship
is of utmost importance and
pressure lies on childrea (o
continue the family line, dis-
crimination against gay
people might also center
around this idea that being
gay meuns a departure from
the “Family ™ as itis normally
undersiood. Yet gay men and
women havs always been
parents and will contiaue to
be pareats, which is impor-
tant for Vietnamese peaple
1o realise. — YNS



