Subregional Network on HIV and MSM in Insular Southeast Asia Established
By Jan W de Lind van Wijngaarden, UNESCO Bangkok

Denpasar, Bali, Indonesia - 6 August 2009 - Representatives of organizations working on HIV
prevention, treatment, care and support among men who have sex with men (MSM) and
transgenders from Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Timor Leste and Singapore, as well as
Government representatives, UN, donor agencies and associated experts decided to establish a
subregional network to coordinate and expand their efforts in the region during a meeting held in
Denpasar, Bali, Indonesia on 4-6 August 2009.

The meeting brought together over 60 participants from these five countries, and was hosted by the
Indonesian NGO GAYa NUSANTARA. The meeting was supported by UNESCO, UNDP, USAID and HIVOS.
The new network will initially mainly focus on improving country-level coordination, and also focus on
joint advocacy for more resources and coverage of interventions to prevent HIV and expand treatment,
care and support for MSM and transgenders.

The meeting was opened by Dr Nafsia Mboi, Chair of the National AIDS Commission of Indonesia. She is
affectionately known as Ibu Naf ("Mother Naf") and she had flown in especially for this occasion, taking
a break from her busy schedule as Chair of the International Congress on AIDS in Asia and the Pacific
(ICAAP) which is due to start on 9 August forthcoming.

Ibu Naf reminded the participants that "this meeting has special importance because of who you are
and who you represent - the millions of men across Insular Southeast Asia who historically have been
unseen, unheard, under-served and inadequately represented, people of key importance in connection
with the HIV epidemic. Today, and in the next few days, you will move forward to build solidarity among
yourselves to increase your access to information and resources, as well as effectiveness and ability to
act for the direct benefit of MSM, transgenders and your partners across Insular Southeast Asia."

Dede Oetomo, manager of GAYa NUSANTARA and organizer of the meeting, said that "we are only
beginning to understand the diversity of male-to-male sex in and across the borders of Island Southeast
Asian countries. It is also changing rapidly with the spread of the new media". He and others urged
research institutions to conduct more research on the dynamics of HIV transmission among men who
have sex with men.

"It has taken us 17 years to get to the point that we are organizing ourselves in a partnership to confront
HIV", said Shivananda Khan, Chairperson of the Asia Pacific Coalition on Male Sexual Health (APCOM), of
which the new network will become part. "Now let us make sure it will take us less than 17 years to
reach our objectives of saving the lives of our brothers, who are getting infected with HIV in growing
numbers across the region."



Frits van Griensven of the US Centers for Disease Control had some encouraging words for the
participants. "Whereas there is a serious problem already in terms of HIV prevalence among MSM and
transgenders in this subregion, the situation is not as bleak as in Thailand and some surrounding
countries. There is still time to act. But you have to act quickly!".

One of the challenges discussed at the meeting was the situation of MSM and transgenders in Singapore
and Malaysia. Due to the status of these countries as 'developed' or (relatively) 'rich' there is no donor
funding available for HIV prevention among those most at risk, especially MSM. "This is a challenge for
us", said Stuart Koe, director of Fridae.com, a gay website. HIV rates among MSM are raising, also in
Hong Kong, Taiwan and Japan. "The authorities of these countries do not invest in HIV prevention for
MSM, or at least not enough", Koe said. "This is not different from countries like Cambodia and Vietnam
- with the difference that those countries receive significant foreign funding for HIV prevention among
MSM."

The meeting concluded that whereas HIV prevention efforts for MSM and transgenders are needed and
should be scaled up everywhere, these efforts should not forget the urgent needs for enhanced HIV
prevention in so-called 'rich' countries and territories which do not currently provide sufficient attention
to their MSM and transgender citizens.



