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Background: HIV/AIDS in the Mekong subregion

The HIV/AIDS epidemics in Cambodia, Myanmar, Thailand, and Viet Nam are reaching a phase in which more and more of the infected population fall ill and more and more ill people die.  This has led to an increase in the number of orphans and children affected by AIDS.  Thailand had a cumulative number of 290,000 children orphaned by AIDS as of 2001; in Cambodia, the number reached 55,000 and in Viet Nam 22,000. (UNAIDS Report on the Global HIV/AIDS Epidemic, 2002
).  

Many children have little or no access to preventive education which results in an increasing vulnerability to HIV/AIDS.  Children affected by HIV/AIDS are often not allowed to enter or remain in schools due to fear among parents of non-infected children. Many young people affected/infected by AIDS are either pushed out of school by community pressure or are pulled out of school by the family in order to help care for a patient at home.  Withholding education for young people from families affected by AIDS (either by the family itself or by stigma and fear-related community pressures) will result in fewer chances of recovery for the family, since it will destroy a chance of having a well-educated bread-winner assisting the family in the future.  

It is therefore important that infected children and children from AIDS affected families – as well as orphans and other vulnerable children – gain or retain access to education – be it in or out of schools.  Children and young people (including those affected by AIDS) have the right to HIV preventive education – in school and out of school settings for providing this. In addition, keeping children affected by AIDS in school (and reaching out-of-school children with preventive and other education) can help decrease fear, stigma and discrimination of people living with HIV/AIDS in the community by setting an example of compassion and empathy.  

Several examples exist in the sub-region of NGOs and community groups, including organizations of monks and persons with HIV/AIDS, which provide for children infected or affected by AIDS and which promote educational practices aimed at increasing understanding of how HIV is and is not transmitted, which can decrease the fear that lies at the basis of most stigmatizing and discriminating attitudes and actions.  Education in communities affected by AIDS must also focus on the rights and the care and support needs of people living with AIDS.

Young people can be more vulnerable at certain stages of their life than others. For this reason Lifeskills and HIV prevention education may be especially appropriate in pre-departure programmes for young people leaving 'institutional' care, whether, that care is in orphanages, remote area boarding schools, juvenile remand or detention centres or monasteries.

Purpose of the workshop
This workshop aimed at bringing together a wide range of agencies working to provide care, compassion and preventive education to children vulnerable to HIV/AIDS in the Mekong sub-region in order to share lessons learned and draft an agenda for further action - both at the policy and legislative level as well at the level of project implementation.  The focus of the workshop was on strengthening partnerships between agencies, aiming at a better understanding and clearer division of tasks and roles. In particular, the workshop aimed at kick-starting stronger coordination and collaboration between the Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Social Welfare/Affairs, community-based groups and NGOs working in this field, the religious sector, and groups representing people living with HIV/AIDS to work towards fulfilling the UNGASS goals. 

The workshop focused on education as a significant part of an enabling environment for orphans and vulnerable children as specified in UNGASS goal: By 2003, develop and by 2005 implement national policies and strategies to build and strengthen governmental, family and community capacities to provide a supportive environment for orphans and girls and boys infected and affected by HIV/AIDS, including by providing appropriate counselling and psychosocial support, ensuring their enrolment in school and access to shelter, good nutrition and health and social services on an equal basis with other children; and protect orphans and vulnerable children from all forms of abuse, violence, exploitation, discrimination, trafficking and loss of inheritance").

Objectives of the workshop were to:
· Share experiences and best practices in enhancing education for orphans, children with HIV and vulnerable children; analyze common factors in the success or failure of particular approaches.

· Look at whether and how ‘success stories’ can be replicated in other settings, and how they can feed into policy and guideline development for use by the Ministry of Education and the Ministry of Social Welfare/Affairs

· Look at how community-based groups and the religious sector can become more strongly involved in education for orphans, children with HIV and children vulnerable to HIV/AIDS

· Examine the role (actual or desired) of different Ministries, UN agencies, community-based groups and NGOs working to enhance education for orphans, children with HIV, and children vulnerable to HIV/AIDS, and suggest ways to enhance and improve partnerships between these agencies.

· Assess current situation of Government and UN response vis a vis UNGASS goals for ensuring education of orphans and vulnerable children.

· Establish an agenda for follow-up action to enhance education for children vulnerable to HIV/AIDS to meet the UNGASS goals, including the possibility to develop (proposals for) collaborative interagency interventions.

Outcomes
The workshop was organised according to plan (see attached agenda). Minor changes were made along the way as the organising team saw fit in our daily evening meetings.

The first day was mainly spent on “setting the scene”, country presentations (see attachments) and HIV/AIDS virology.

On the second day, a visit to Sanpatong district, the so-called epicentre of the AIDS pandemic in Thailand, was very inspiring in demonstrating how schools, temples, NGOs and PLWA networks can work together at the community level. Huarin village stands as a successful model of community mobilisation and cohesion in combating HIV/AIDS. This UNICEF-funded initiative, called “Support to Orphans Project” has led to representatives from related governmental, non-governmental, and community-based organisations in Sanpatong forming a district level committee to coordinate assistance to children affected by HIV/AIDS. The initial step in planning was to set up a comprehensive database of all affected children in the district. The database made it possible to not only to ascertain which cases were most in need of assistance, but also to avoid duplication of funding. Educational efforts have jointly been undertaken by the school and temple, - which serves as the focal point for community-based programmes. In 1999, “Prototyping a Child-Friendly Community Schools Approach for promoting Health, Psychosocial Development, and Resilience in Children and Youth Affected by AIDS” commenced in Sanpatong’s Huarin School (See attached presentation). The project was a crucial component of the project for children affected by AIDS. The Thai Life Skills Development Foundation (TLSDF) implemented the model in collaboration with Office of the National Primary Education Commission (ONPEC) and the Community Development Department. 

The visit included presentation by the principal, a teacher and the TLSDF. The participants had many questions and showed an enthusiastic interest in their experiences. The discussions continued after returning to the workshop, where the participants discussed in groups crucial factors contributing to Sanpatong success. In cross-country sectoral groups, divided in a Ministry of Education group, a Ministry of Health group, a Ministry of Social Welfare group and an NGO and civil society group, the participants also discussed and shared information from their own experience obstacles and challenges to collaboration and partnerships. Through identifying what they regarded the main obstacles, steps were discussed on how to overcome these challenges. 

On the third day, country case studies were presented including an overview of major interventions in Cambodia, the “Training of teachers to solve the problems of HIV/AIDS in school children” project carried out by Siam Care in collaboration with Ministry of Public Health and Ministry of Education in Thailand, “Community-based Care and Support for Children affected by HIV/AIDS in Quang Ninh province” and “School-based Healthy Living and Life Skills Education programme with UNICEF support” both in Vietnam, and “School-Based Healthy Living and HIV/AIDS Prevention Education (SHAPE) project” in Myanmar. Presentations can be shared if requested.

Miriam Temin from UNICEF HQ and David Clarke from IIEP jointly presented an overview of UNGASS Commitments and their relevance to education. 

The last part of the workshop was spent on developing country action plans. (See attachment) Both the Cambodian and the Vietnamese delegations were able to tap into already ongoing processes and made very pertinent action plans.
The workshop was instrumental in strengthening partnerships in the response to HIV/AIDS and vulnerable children and some valuable experiences were shared and served as motivation for further actions. The challenge is to sustain the processes started and to get political and financial commitment to the country action plans
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Executive summary





The workshop was implemented according to plan.





The experiences shared at the workshop, - both through presentations and through a field visit to Sanpatong district – were inspirational and highly appreciated by the participants.





The workshop was instrumental in strengthening partnerships among various actors at country level in the response to HIV/AIDS and vulnerable children.  





Some pertinent action plans were developed at the end of the workshop – especially by the Cambodian and Vietnamese delegations who could tap into ongoing processes in their countries. 





The challenge is to sustain the processes started and to get political and financial commitment to the country action plans











� Statistics for Myanmar are not available, according to the report, but other estimates suggest the seriousness of Myanmar’s HIV/AIDS epidemic rivals those of Cambodia and Thailand.





