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Located 110 km away from Nanning, the capital of County recently. Like rising entrepreneurs to foreign
Guangxi, Heng County has not been immune to the investors and capital, local government ofpcials and
vice of injection drug use and its associated sequelapyblic health workers are lured by the prospects of
HIV. In a limited pilot survey conducted by the Heng long-term collaborations with foreign HIV experts and
County Hygiene and Epidemic Prevention Station international funding to be a part of the global effort to
(EPS), which oversees disease prevention, outbreaksyrb the spread of HIV. People are eager and enthu-
and general hygiene in Heng County (the equivalent ofsiastic to join the team. Fuelled by hopes of success and
a local version of the CDC in the USA), over 90% of continued funding, the Guangxi HPTN team has in
drug users in Heng County started their habit within the less than 2 yearsO time established an HIV research
past 2 or 3 years. Already, more HIV cases in Henglinic in Heng County as well as assembled a cohort of
County have been reported this year and last than in angesearch subjects to be followed in ongoing and future
previous year, since HIV surveillance began in 1986. HIV prevention trials.

Despite these statistics, one seldom hears talk abo@ithough enthusiasm has carried the team through
drug use or HIV on the dusty roads of Heng County. signibcant initial advancements, there is still much to be
The topic is not on the mind. Force the issue and askdone that depends on continued education and training.
someone, and most people on the streets will profess tm Heng County, 80% of health care workers complete
know a bit about HIV and AIDS. They heard it while 9B12 years of education, which is equivalent in years of
listening to the radio, watching TV, or chatting about education to a high school student in the USA. In
the news. A few may even correctly recite the mainaddition to fundamental counselling skills, including
ways that HIV is transmitted (although many would concepts such as conbdentiality and privacy, health care
also include kissing and sharing chopsticks in theiworkers need training in basic administrative skills such
replies). But for most people HIV is a disease of othersas record keeping, word processing, and Pling to render
It is a disease that affects the peasants of other countiedy prevention programs effective. Similarly, many
other provinces. It exists in the decadent streets of bignembers of the newly founded Heng County Commu-
rich cities. Even if it exists in Heng County, it affects nity Advisory Board (CAB) are intrigued by the idea of
other people, other peopleOs familiesNnot oneself, ngpiromoting the welfare of the marginalized but know
oneOs own family. In Heng County, there are no facesttle about community education and the concepts of
associated with IDU and HIV. volunteerism and social activism (CABs are public
forums, mandated by several US research networks, that
In a culture in which drug use is taboo, it comes asare charged with soliciting community feedback on
little surprise that most people in Heng County will_ongoing research studies in that community). OOHow do
not know that they have seen the face of a drug userNwe convince respectable community farmers that they
let alone the face of HIV/AIDS. Drug users are must be concerned about the plight of the drug user?
scorned in Heng County. They are a disgrace to theirHow do we explain to poor, hard-working peasants that
community. They are expelled from their work units drug users ought to be protected and given monetary
and left without jobs or homes. They are turned awayincentives to participate in research studies?0O0 CAB
by their families. They are constantly afraid that theymembers have asked. OOWhat is the meaning and purpose
will be captured by the Public Security Bureau (PSB,of volunteerism? What is the value of social activism and
the police) and locked in a prison-like detoxipcation is there a place for it in China?OO In a society where drug
centre for 26 months. Caught once and they areusers and the HIV-infected are hidden and where
liable to become social outcasts. Because of all thidjscrimination against them are still widely persistent,
drug users hide while they battle against their drughe CAB must grapple with the issue of who and what
habit alone. Ol staked out your clinic for three_ dayshey represent and protect.
before | decided it was safe to meet with you,O one
Heng County drug user whom I interviewed told me. While the peasants and town-dwellers of Heng County
Ol heard that if | participate in your research study, yoaontinue with their daily routines, local and national
would help me quit my habit. Is that true? | have tried Chinese leaders are addressing these issues and begin-
to quit by hiding in the mountains for three months. It ning to strategize against the surging HIV epidemic.
didnOt work. Can you help me?0O Every drug user ifihe road ahead will not be easy. Those who harvest
Heng County wants to quit. Nobody wants HIV. In the jasmine buds and those who bicycle or tread on the
Heng County HIV prevention is inextricably tied to dirt paths must be convinced that they too must be
successful drug rehabilitation. involved in the campaign against the spread of injecting
drug use and HIV. Unlike certain nations in Africa
Thanks in large part by the support of internationalwhere virtually every family has been affected by the
programs, such as the HIV Prevention Trials Network HIV epidemic or in America where activists force
(HPTN), local public health workers have been able to attention to the marginalized, there is no face to drug
launch much needed HIV prevention studies in Henguse or HIV in Heng County. Without a familiar face,
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most people of rural China do not appreciate that Acknowledgments
they B and not just others B are immersed in this epi-
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With HIV already spreading among its tens of thou- and Control (NCAIDS) in Beijing, the Guangxi
sands of drug users B not to mention a potential spredenters for Disease Control, and the Heng County
into a population of half a million commercial sex Hygiene and Epidemic Prevention Station. | extend
workers servicing more than two million clients B special thanks to Yiming Shao, Deputy Director of
Guangxi, like many places in rural China, stands at &CAIDS, and to J. Brooks Jackson, Chairman of
precarious precipice. The bght against HIV in ChinaPathology at the Johns Hopkins Medical Institutes, for
rests on international support that trains local healttlgranting me the opportunity to work on the project. |
care workers to educate the general population abouam grateful to Jay Levy, Professor of Medicine at the
basic principles of public health and social activismUniversity of California at San Francisco, for his
Change can be slow and ponderous in rural Chinamentorship. | thank Katharine Poundstone for her
Yet, despite initial inertia, rural China with interna- advice and support while | was in China and Heath
tional help is beginning to cultivate awareness againsiohwald, James Lue, and Michael Diaz for proof-
the spread of HIV. reading this essay.

Several members of the 2002 Heng County, China HPTN team with author: (from left to right) Yongji Peng, Jiancun Zhou,
Xiaodong Ning, Shaoping Wang, author, Hanjui Lu and Zilong Meng.
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