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Thank you, Wu Zunyou, for your speech, and for your concern for the MSMs of China, and for the actions which you have taken to reach out to these vulnerable people – on the eve of World Aids Day.  Thank you also for the National CDCs support for this conference, which is a groundbreaking event in the capital of China.

And thank you also to Eve Lee and her colleagues at the Ford Foundation for your support for Friends Exchange magazine over the last 10 years – and for your contribution to this seminar.  We have enjoyed our cooperation with you and with your predecessor Joan Kaufman. And thank you to Zhen Li of the Civil Society Programme of the Canadian International Development Agency - for your sponsorship and your tireless work for MSMs over more than 12 years.
Thank you also to Wang Longde and Cai Jiming of the Chinese Preventive Medicine Association for your sponsorship and organisation; and to Dai Zhicheng and his colleagues at the Chinese Association of STD & Aids Prevention & Control for your sponsorship and hard work over many years for the MSMs and others around China who are affected by HIV/Aids.

But most of all, thank you to Professor Zhang Beichuan, my old and trusted friend, for your pioneering and inspiring work in planning and organising this event, and for your devoted service to the MSMs of China over so many years.  You of all people in China have done the most to help MSMs accept their status and to contribute to society, and to protect themselves from HIV/Aids and to help them when they are infected.  

I first met you 11 years ago in 1997, when the Ministry of Health and UNAIDS had issued a document listing the projects in China which potential foreign donors might consider if they wished to help with HIV/Aids.  The last name on this long list – and the only one to mention homosexuals in the context of HIV/Aids - was that of Zhang Beichuan in Qingdao.  So what did I do?  I got on the aeroplane and flew to Qingdao – and this started our long and trusting relationship.

Your friendship has meant so much to me – from the very beginning.  You understood at that beginning how I felt, having just lost my closest friend of 26 years, a Chinese man from Hong Kong, Barry Chan – and you understood my motivation in coming to China to help with HIV/Aids, and to encourage medical workers and officials to treat Aids patients with kindness, and to banish stigma and discrimination.  

Since our first meeting in 1997, I feel that we have trodden the long and winding road together – and it is all the more appropriate that we should be here together on this occasion – not least because I believe you will reach the age of 60 this Friday 28 November – and I can join with our many friends in this room to wish you a VERY HAPPY BIRTHDAY!!

My long and winding road on MSM and HIV started even earlier, in 1981, when I was living in New York, and we began to read in the gay newspapers about a mysterious disease which was killing gay men in New York and California.

Within a year this still unnamed disease was being widely reported in the international press, which referred to it as the “gay plague”.  People avoided inviting gay men to their homes, in case they might contaminate them and their children; and as the 1980’s went by more and more gay men – at every level of society – from film stars to business and political leaders – succumbed to Aids.  Parents who had not realised their sons were gay only found out when their sons were dying.

By the early 1990’s not a week passed without losing a friend or acquaintance to Aids – especially in big cities like London or New York or San Francisco.  I was reminded of this last week when Elizabeth and Shisong and Eugene and Jet and I were visiting the beautiful new infectious diseases hospital in Urumqi, and we were told that on average they lost one patient a week to HIV/Aids.

The first major turn in the long and winding road for MSM & HIV came in 1996, when the combination therapies began, and the speed of development of Aids was slowed down, and Aids patients could begin to contemplate a more normal life span.

However, it was at about this time that Aids began to spread with great ferocity in a wider world including, as you all know, The People’s Republic of China.

In China, Aids has found its own way to spread, for example among drug users and blood donors, but in 2008 we see it spreading most rapidly through sexual infection, and especially among the MSMs.

As we travel around China, most recently in Sichuan and Xinjiang, the statistics quoted to us, by the gay groups and by the hospitals and CDCs, become more and more alarming, with between 10 and 20 per cent of MSMs being treated in different regions being diagnosed as HIV-positive.

We see the government and international institutions increasing their efforts to access and treat the MSM and other high-risk communities, but the disease moves even more rapidly.

We see people coming to hospital only at the latest stage of the disease – because they feared discrimination if that disease became known in their villages and towns and work units, and because they worry that they cannot afford medicines and hospital treatment.  Indeed we see people who do not come to hospital at all, dying alone and untreated and uncared for.

For those of you from the CDCs of China, at national, provincial and other levels, your responsibility to reach out to the MSMs is a great one.  You have to obtain the absolute confidence of the MSMs, so that they can be certain that their confidentiality will be respected, and that if they become infected they will receive treatment as soon as it is needed.  Also, if the patient comes from another province or another city, some flexibility needs to be achieved to ensure that person is treated on the spot.

We are particularly grateful to Barbara Woodward, Minister at the British Embassy in Beijing, who has spoken about the long and winding road we have travelled in Britain on gay developments and rights.  We have come a long way – especially in the early years of the new millennium – in accepting gay people as ordinary members of society, no different from others.

Gay couples now enjoy full protection under our laws with regard to inheritance, job security and medical treatment – and branches of government and major corporations are now actively recruiting and encouraging gay people to work for them – and they work much more effectively when they are at ease about their status as gay people.

On the 21st of December 2005 I attended for the first time a Civil Union between 2 gay men.  This was the first day that the new law became effective, giving gay and lesbian couples the same rights and obligations as with traditional marriage.  As Barbara has explained, this new law has been well accepted, and people regard it as entirely natural – and we wonder why we did not get there before!

Across the Atlantic, I have no doubt that America is moving in the same direction. When Barack Obama was elected as President on 4 November, he said that he would be President of all Americans, rich or poor, Republican or Democrat, black, white, Latino, Asian, native Americans, gay or straight, disabled or not disabled.  This reference to "gay or straight" is an extraordinary breakthrough for a President-Elect of the United States – and my American friends have been telling me non-stop what a wonderful and moving statement Mr Obama has made.

Barry & Martin’s Trust has been working for 12 years between China and the UK on Aids education, prevention, treatment and care.  We have made so many friends around China as we have done our work – and through Zhang Beichuan we have got to know gay groups in more than 20 provinces around China.

We have the greatest admiration for these excellent people – and for the hundreds of other MSM groups around China.

I am here today with our Director Dr. Jiang Shisong from Oxford, with our partner Elizabeth Shields of The Mary Kinross Charitable Trust in England, and our Trustee Eugene Chang and our China Liaison Officer Jet Liu, both of whom are living in Beijing.  We all of us look forward to our contacts with you over the next 3 days, among old and new friends – and we wish this seminar every success.

