Pandemics — from HIV/AIDS
to COVID-19: why media
reports matter



Inside The Newsroom

. Sorting through a vast amount of information
quickly
. There is official news — briefings etc.

. Or it may just be one’s sources giving
information

. Everything needs to be verified within
deadline

. Don’t want to cause panic, yet convey
accurate information



Revisiting the Plague outbreak in India
-1994

Bubonic Plague Outbreak in
India in 1994, hit
international headlines.

Government did not give us
the information. But helped
confirm it.

Scientists pitched in to

provide accurate information.
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By KALPANA JAIN and
SUBHASH KIRPEKAR

The Tines of indls News Service
NEW DELII, September 14,
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sidents of this area have been given
ntibiotics to prevent further spread of

he disease.

A team of medical scientists from the

fational Instiute of Communicable
hseases D) which is visiting the
e, I8 expecied back m.

with more
5 shorly. No deaths, however, heve
en reporie

D Union  health
Fvry while Soplivming he it

Four persons test

mation said “a few cascs have been
ed. But a ‘more detaiicd repon

b
rn ne Miharashira chief minister, Mr
r3d Pawar when contacted over the
bl Hombay residence said,
v am hearing this for the rm time. 1
will inquire and get
Eifors o, trace” Lok Sabhs’ Speaker
Shivraj Patil who represents the area in
Parliament proved futile. He had left
for Pune evening flight and an
official a the Circuit House there said
proceeding to, Kolhapur
FAIEhE from the aimport® He
aware if Mr Patil would visst Bir which
is barely 125 kilometres from Latur
where a major earthquake had Jeft

thousands homelcss besides claiming
innumerable lives.
team of scientists from the Plague
Surveilance Unit at Bangalore 1 col:
samples in this area
e gaid there have been
fected persons have

Institute of Communicable Discases,
New Delhi

The last case of plague infection in
humans was reported 1n India in 1966

Socumed i difkest

o them, the i

Fc,; which causes the discase, could be

isolared.

SUIPSCcd piague cas Bave ocymed
sh. Bihar and south

or Tamiy v

a rnataka, Theee

suspected cases of plagen n

Mt 1988 in- Karmasi et 1
o d L

ied and o gard

e
e rocd dunig e
e Sacis m..u"b,'}‘“,; In gt

the rodents in this arca
In a booklet on_ plague. two senior
wentsts, Dr Sarabit Schgal and De

jesh Bhatia. symptoms
D, i meihnans 550 ot

+ Sncling may
B The” rpond Mt ne
oin and th 2
 sieling 1 Known a3 8 Bubo, I i
T oiiogl oo o1 B
¢ oty e I he i e st
Pl Sacils it

m a l\u fmm 3 rat. The sym-
o come 2 10 3in days are

108 Di ‘nb\

"uifn.\’é‘m( inqeniive activties under-
1aken to control plague worldwide. the

positive for plague near Latur

infection seems 1o be present in several
the lastdocade 6433

cre reporicd from all
over the world. OF these, 720 had dicd.

The countries that reporied the largest
number of cases of plague in humans in
the cighties were Tanzania, Victnam.
Brani and Peru.

In India the brunt of the disease was

ollowing year it
hed Madagaskar and Mauritius.



That’s not all...

. Tell the stories of losses —

go to grieving families, go
to funeral homes

24x7 news pressure and do
not forget, social media.

Often there may be only
one or two reporters to do
it all.

. Journalists too have fears...



Covering HIV.. day after day

t wasn’t visible and many didn’t believe

ssues about morality

People dismissed it as a “western conspiracy”
or just a disease of the west.

. Or it was a disease of sex workers, gay people
— constant othering

. There was a restriction on immigration and

travel to the United States for non-U.S.
citizens living with HIV -- from 1987 to 2010.




Challenges back then

. Misinformation was quick to travel, rumors
abounded

. There was a lot of mistrust — of information.

. Stigma-— certain groups became targets of
violence.

. The marginalized, the vulnerable groups were
most affected.

. Issues regarding access to drugs
. The politics of it all = funding, resources
. Society was so divided...

Sounds familiar???



Role of Media

. To make it visible
. To counter misinformation
. To break the silence around it

. Dealing with resistance at every level

. Editors not interested in a story that is all
about death and dying

. Finding the story



The Story of Ashok

 He was a young
naval officer

* He helped people
see it was everyone’s
ISsue

« He also gave hope
From a sentence of
death, he showed one
could live with HIV

By Kalpana Jain
The Times of India News Service

NEW DELHL:The human spirt
never says die. As fong as there is
life, there can be hope, ambition,
musicand growth.

Ask Ashok Pilli, the 31-year-old
singer who has been living with the
AIDS virus for almost 11 years,
without giving up his zest for lfe
Anda bope o th future " avea
successful career. | enjoy mi
like to workout at the gym,” \s
Pillai, who has now taken a con-
scious decision to disclose his con-
dition. Does this mean that AIDS,

he human
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Truly, the triumph of the will

positive attitude makes the biggest
difference,” says this singer from
Chennai, who was in th
cently.“If [ am living under stress
will not eat properly, perhaps stop
going to work as well My immune
system is bound
tosuffer,"he
says Buta posi-
tive attitude can
makeallthe dif- |
ference.
Thisis the
first time since
the onset of
AIDS in India
that there isa
inatti

immune deficiency virus,no longer
means a death sentence? It does.
With better support systems, not
only has longevity increased, but
those infected continue tolead suc-
cessful lives.

A confident and cheerful Pillai
says that so far, he has not taken
the support of anti-retroviral drugs
which help in fighting off oppor-
tunisticinfections and thus prolong
life. The secret is something else. “A

tude towards
HIV infection.
No mere visions
of shattered
lives,ignominy
and anonymity.
Interestingl
Pillaisn't alo
in his positive
thinking, The
cheerleader has

L
nowformeda . Poster on Ashok l‘xllunpmlllvmm people

¢ Capital re-

‘network of over 1,000 people living
with HIV around the country.
Known as the Indian Network of
Positive People, it is the first group
being led by a person living with
the virus. And like him, many in
this group have
been leading ac-
tive lives for
over11to 12
years.

Pillai was only
19 when he test-
ed positive way
back in 1989.°1
| was admitted

for an infection
| oll[ es

1 The
hmptlu\l tested
him for the
virus However,
| he said. he man-

had a supportive
family.“lt may
notbeso with
several other
With
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this support, he has managedto *
stay healthy even when the count
of his immune cells has dipped toa
mere 10 The normal count is any-
where between 800 and 1000 o so.
Does he then agree with the dissi-
dents whosay that the human im-
muno deficiency virus (HIV) does

And we know death is for real ~
besays

Not that the fear of death deters
bim from continuing with a hectic
lifestyle. “Till recently [ was work-
ing for 1010 14 hours a day and re-
mained healthy. Even now I don't
feel it necessary to cut down my
working hours, but I don't want to
take any risks” he says.

Has life been different after his
disclosure? According (o Pillai,
there still s astigma attached to
AIDS and people doreact ina neg-
ative manner. For instance, he was
asked by his landlord to move out.
But he adds cheerfully, “hardships
are there in everything. Eventually,
if you are a nice human being you
willfind acceptance everywhere.”
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HIV exposed so many cracks in society

* Gender issues

* VVulnerable
groups

* Sex industry

« Stigma —People
were lynched

* Silence and
|solation

* Powerful drug
lobbies




Role of religion

| came across stories of how poor girls were sold into brothels and
once infected, they were dumped on the streets, with no place to
go to.

| talked to women, who were pushed into the sex trade as part of
a tradition of devdaasis, going back to the 7t" century, when some
women were married to the Gods.

These days the women are left to earn their livelihood through sex
work and often set out from their villages to a big city like Mumbai
for better earnings.

Some faith leaders became partners in prevention, but there were
those who looked at it as a moral issue.



Impact of Media Reporting

Created awareness

Then President of
India, Abdul Kalam,
visited a center after a
story — it helped with
treatment, acceptance
and getting resources.




Public opinion and AIDS drugs

. People in wealthier countries had access to
drugs which cost around $10,000 to $15,000

a year.

. Breakthrough came with an Indian company
Cipla making the generic version drugs and
offering them for USS350 a year per patient
to Doctors Without Borders — and it wasn’t

sued.



On AIDS Drugs

. Dr Yusuf Hamied, the chairman of Cipla was
asked at the time what he would do if the three
drug companies sued to stop him, and he said:

"We won't fight it. | don't look at it as a fight.
There's room for everybody. This is a holocaust
in Africa. It's like the earthquake in India right
now -- everybody is helping out. I'm not looking
to pick anybody's business; there's room for the

multinationals at their price and room for us at
our price, a partnership."



India’s Health Challenges

* Huge disparities in
health care

 Enormous burden of
non-communicable and
communicable
diseases. India has the
highest TB burden in
the world.

e Childhood deaths and
malnutrition.




For Profit hospitals

For-profit
private
healthcare
sector,
accounts
for around
/5% of
outpatient
care.




Covering social, cultural, religious
Issues

Lasik leaves girl partially blind — Times of
India, May, 2003

T
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Other Health Issues

Banned Drugs:

Vioxx. known as Vioxx is banned in India, finally

_ ' Govt Accepts Expert Committee’s Advice Against Painkiller
Rofecoxib, was

voluntarily
withdrawn from
the U.S. market
due to adverse
effects.

Other disease
outbreaks:
SARS coverage
in 2003

COVID is
adding another
stress

Vioxx in the US, following
damning evidence that it

FALSTUNDERSCANNERSES SRS

Another painkiller: in category of COX-2 inhibitors, such -
than tradif

New Delhi: Despite pres-
sures from the pharma in-

hy
dustry, the government on and strokes. But Indian

phar compa-
nies had refused to with-
draw the drug, taking the
plea that there was no ban 4™

Statutory warning: Experts say drug should carry waming
group’s recommendation cardiovascular diseases

it shouidn't be used by those with

traditional painkilters

not yet taken any action
even though globally, pa-
ised

against using the drug.
Pharmaceutical compa-
ny Merck withdrew the

drug being a blockbuster
(with sales crossing $2.5
billion) in the interest of
consumer safety, was over-
looked. In fact, scientists
are now questioning why

scribed as

‘The meeting was attend-
ed by top professionals
from various medical col-
leges and government offi-
cials. Director-general of

In India, the drug sells
under - popular brand
names such as Rofib, Roff,
Rofibax, Rofiz and Toroxx.
These drugs are pre-

i
H
i
i
i
i

health services S P Aggar-
wal chaired

the meeting.

There were pressures
from the industry to allow
the drug for short-term
use. but the experts did not

. Ranbaxy.

for in

stance. had said earlier ta'
it would advise physician:

to
for short-term use. Druj

taking this plea as trial
showed it was only after 1

months that heart rat

However, officials saj

that with no regulator
framework in place in I
dia, it would be difficult
monitor use.

of the flu virus that have

ample, first of Bhopal and
now of Kolkata, show that
this is far from the case. An
action plan should be de-

- tailed by the Centre and cir-

culated to all state capitals

for ation further
down the line.
we




Covid is not just health, but a religion

story -- Mahakumbh mela in India
p




Tablighi Jamaat Members Arrested

In March
2020,
members
of a
Muslim
group
arrested
for
spreading
COVID.




What it takes for the media to report...

* Dedicated reporters, who can
do this day after day.

A health system needs reliable eyes and ears

* Takes building of a lot of trust
with sources, for people to
share their stories

* Taking on pressure from
powerful groups — politicians,
pharmaceutical companies.

« Countering misinformation A health system needs reliable
without bringing opinion and eyes and ears, Times of India
judgment.

* VVaccine politics —90% or 75%

* Being aware that health
involves cultural, social,
economic, religious issues.



When the pandemic ends..

. Child deaths

Health system overstressed
Poverty

mmunisation programs
. Maternal mortality
. Livelihoods... hunger...



What it needs from the public?



