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HEALTH

Gaymen find HIV drug
in Thailand, not China
Medicine can cut risk by 90 percent,
but it’s not approved for prevention

By SHANJUAN
shanjuan@chinadaily.com.cn

Thailand has been a hot
destination for Chinese tour-
ists for years. Yet many now
are heading to the Southeast
Asian country for a new rea-
son — to buy cheap drugs to
preventHIV.
Pre-exposure prophylaxis,

commonlyknownasPrEP, isa
type of medicine that, if taken
daily, can reduce the risk of
HIV infection via sexual inter-
course by more than 90 per-
cent, according to health
studies.
Several countries recom-

mend the drugs as a weapon
to prevent the spread of HIV
among people in high-risk
groups, such as gaymen.
However, the China Food

and Drug Administration
approvedPrEP in2015 for the
treatment ofHIV/AIDS—not
prevention — which means
doctors are not allowed to

prescribe it to patients unless
they test positive for the
virus.
Xiao Dong, who runs

Tongzhi, an NGO based in
Beijing that is committed to
combating AIDS, said he
began traveling to Thailand
early last year, for vacations
and to stock up on anti-HIV
medicine.
As an openly gay man, he

said health and safety are his
toppriorities: “I useboth con-
doms and PrEP to guard
against HIV,” he said.
Advocates sayprevention is

worthwhile, given that the
prevalence of HIV among
Chinese gay men averages
more than 5 percent in most
cities and can exceed 10 per-
cent in major metropolises,
according to the National
Center for AIDS and Sexually
TransmittedDisease Control.
Given increasing aware-

ness, more gay men in China
have followed suit. Xiao said

he knows nearly 100 men
from Beijing who have also
traveled to Thailand to pur-
chase PrEP.
“It’s a positive sign that our

community has becomemore
responsible for our own
health, and each other’s. They
are willing to pay out of pock-
et,” he said.
Thailand is easy to visit, as

Chinese citizens do not
require a visa, and the coun-
try is recognized for its friend-
liness toward the LGBT
community.
It also offers easy, afforda-

ble access to PrEP, Xiao said,
who added that generic prod-
ucts can cost 300 yuan ($44)
for a one-month supply,while
brand-name products are
about 800 yuan for the same
amount.
By contrast, the brand-

name drugs sell for nearly
2,000 yuan in China, saidWu
Hao, director of the infectious
diseases department at Bei-
jing’s You’anHospital.
You’an treats most of the

AIDS patients in Beijing. Last
year, he said, more than 90
percent of the newly detected

HIV sufferers in the capital
were gaymen.
According toWu, who spe-

cializes in sexually transmit-
ted diseases, the efficacy of
PrEP has been widely recog-
nized internationally. It has
been included in the HIV/
AIDS prevention and treat-
ment guidelines of theWorld
Health Organization and
health authorities in the
United States.
However, Wu said, China

hasnot yet introducedPrEP in
its national guidelines. In
addition, he ruled out the pos-
sibility that the government
would give the drugs free to
willing subjects, largely
because of the high costs
involved.
Wu’s department will

launch a yearlong PrEP
research study this summer
with the center, recruiting
600 to 1,000 gaymen and giv-
ing them free PrEP drugs.
“I welcome PrEP as pre-

vention for those who are at
high risk of infection, given
that condom use is low, par-
ticularly among gay men in
China,” he said.
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wangxiaodong@
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More than a third of Bei-
jing’s permanent residents
were covered by family doc-
tor services as of the end of
last year, according to the
Municipal Health and Family
Planning Commission.
The overall health of Bei-

jing’s population has
improved greatly since 2009,
whenChina launchedaseries
of programs to promote the
equalization of basic public
health services nationwide,
said Liu Zejun, a member of
the Beijing commission who
is in chargeof diseasepreven-
tion and control, at a news
conference onMonday.
Last year, average life

expectancy in Beijing
increased to more than 82
years, up from 80.4 in 2009,
while the infant mortality
rate decreased to 2.21 per
thousand last year, from 3.49

per thousand in 2009—a lev-
el similar to that of developed
countries, he said.
By the end of last year, 3.84

millionhouseholds inBeijing,
or 7.7 million residents, had
signed up for family doctor
services at community health
centers, accounting for more
than 35 percent of the city’s
permanent population, Liu
said.
China carried out a series of

public health programs in
2009 to cope with increasing
health challenges, such as
heavier burdens caused by
noninfectiouschronicdiseases
and an aging population, said
Gao Guangming, deputy chief
for community health affairs
at the National Health and
FamilyPlanningCommission.
The services, offered freeby

grassroots health institu-
tions, include establishing
electronic health records and
providing vaccinations for
infants, as well as prenatal
health checkups, he said.

More than 76 percent of
people in China had health
records by the end of 2015, he
said. More than 88 million
patients with hypertension
were under management by
grassroots health providers
by the end of 2015, two and a
half times that in 2010, Gao
said.
In recent years, new servi-

ces, such as those offered by
family doctors, have become
part of basic public health
services in places such asBei-
jing and Tianjin, according
to the national health
authority.

Chang Yi, director of the
health center in the Nanmo-
fang community in Beijing’s
Chaoyang district, said
56,000 people in the commu-
nity, nearly half of all resi-
dents, have signed up with
family doctors since 2010.
“All the residentsmusthave

their health records estab-
lished at the community
health center before signing
with family doctors,” Chang
said. “They can enjoy free ser-
vices including health check-
ups, chronic disease
management and referrals to
top-grade hospitals by their
doctors when necessary.”
Lu Jijun, a general practi-

tioner at the health center in
Tianjin’s Youyilu communi-
ty, saidmore than 3,000 peo-
ple there have signed up for
family doctor services since
June 1.
The fee is 120 yuan ($17.60)

a year, but after government
subsidies, it comes to less
than 20 yuan, she said.

More patients sign with family doctors
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A parasitic disease pla-
guing many parts of the
Tibet autonomous region
will be controlled by the end
of 2020, under a plan
released by the regional gov-
ernment.
The disease — echinococ-

cosis — is caused by a type of
tiny tapeworm and infects
people and animals such as
dogs and foxes. It damages
major organs such as the liv-
er, lungs and brain and can
be fatal.
It is found throughout

Tibet, with about 49,900
people infected, accounting
for 1.66 percent of the popu-
lation, the highest rate in
China, according to a survey
by the National Health and
Family Planning Commis-
sion.
The incidence is highest

among herdsmen, at 3.66
percent, the survey found.
The disease places severe

burdens on patients and
their families and is a major
reason for poverty in Tibet,
the regional health commis-
sion said.
Under the plan, Tibet’s

regional government will
intensify prevention and
control efforts in the next
three years, aiming to bring
the incidence of the disease
below 1 percent in at least 40
counties by 2020.
Efforts include improving

health education and
hygiene among the public,
conducting disease screen-
ings and providing more
subsidies for medical treat-
ment sopatients’ basicmedi-
cal expenditures can be
covered.
Meanwhile, the govern-

ment will intensify its super-
vision of dogs — major
carriers of the disease in
Tibet. It will build shelters
for strays and treat infected
dogs until they are free of the
disease.

Under the plan, the gov-
ernment will also improve
public facilities to ensure a
clean and safe water supply
and promote pollution-free
toilets.
Tibet facesmany challen-

ges in eliminating the dis-
ease, including poor health
facilities, unhygienic condi-
tions in most pasture areas
and a lack of medical tal-
ent, the commission said.
“Prevention is key,” said

Dong Jiahong, a specialist in
liver and gallbladder diseas-
es at Beijing Tsinghua
Changgung Hospital who
provided free surgeries to
patients in Ganzi, Sichuan
province, in July.
“It is urgent to promote

knowledgeabouthowtopre-
vent the disease, such as sep-
arating humans and
livestock and paying more
attention to personal
hygiene in echinococcosis-
epidemic regions,” Dong
said, adding that screening
work andblood tests are also
urgently needed.
Since last year, the hospi-

tal said it has received at
least five patients, including
three from Tibet, with ter-
minal liver disease related
to echinococcosis, and some
have received liver trans-
plants.

Contact the writers at
wangxiaodong@
chinadaily.com.cn

Tibet plan calls
for control of
parasitic worms
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Homeless shelters in Shang-
hai are using facial recogni-
tion software and new media
to help reunite vagrants, beg-
garsand lost seniorswith their
families.
Lastweek, police tookWang

Yongquan, 92, to a center in
Huangpu district because he
appeared confused and was
unable to remember his
address. It took workers at the
shelter just 20 minutes to
identify him using a facial rec-
ognition system and contact
his relatives, who lived nearby.
“We used to have to search

for personal information in a
handwritten book and check
printed photos for matches,”
said Kang Qingping, a shelter
worker. “Now, it’s more effi-
cient. We send 95 percent of
the people home, compared
with about 80 percent before.”
The system was installed in

mid-2015 and includes images
of anyonewhohas soughthelp
at the center within the past
five years. Wang, who had
visited four times before, was
one of five people it identified
this year.
“We have around 24,000

people stored in our facial rec-
ognition system,” Kang said.
“After uploading a photo, the
systemwill pop up the top five
matches by similarity and also
include the person’s informa-
tion, fingerprints, history and
family contacts.”

The Shanghai Civil Affairs
Bureau runs 16 shelters across
the city. Together they helped
more than 20,000 people
return home last year. The
Huangpushelteraccounted for
about half. About 6 percent
were seniors and the rest were
juveniles andmigrantworkers.
Shelters are also using the

internet more, through social
media andwebsites.
In April, Xinhua News

Agency reported that the
Huangpu shelter had helped a
man reconnectwith his family
after two decades. The
72-year-old, surnamed Liang,
was brought in by police and
could only remember that his
hometown was Taizhou, a city
in Zhejiang province.
Social workers got in touch

with news website Toutiao,
which sent a notification to
registered users in Taizhou.
That led to his daughter get-
ting in touch. After a DNA test
provedpositive,hewasaccom-
panied home on the train.
Liang’s mother, who is 95,

had said she thought she
wouldnever see her son again.
Kang, the shelter worker,

said that suchpeople areusual-
lyhelped ina traditionalway—
listening to their accent,
searching personal belongings,
asking questions and cooperat-
ingwithpublicsecurityofficers.
Before being identified, peo-

plecanstayintheshelter.About
37 vagrants are there now.
Among them, several are from
other countries.

HeQi in Shanghai
contributed to this story.

Homeless
reconnect
via facial
technology

It’s a positive sign that our community has become
more responsible for our ownhealth, and each

other’s. They arewilling to pay out of pocket.”
Xiao Dong, who runs Tongzhi, an NGO based in Beijing that is committed to combating AIDS

Briefly

Students in Miao ethnic costumes try to catch a silk ball at a cultural event at a middle school in Tongren, Guizhou province, on Monday.
More than 2,000 students took part in the event. The city has added ethnic culture to its school curriculum. LONG YUANBIN / FOR CHINA DAILY

Catching up with culture
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Official demoted
for violations

WangHong-

jiang, a

formermem-

ber of the

Standing

Committee of

the Tianjin

Municipal Committee of the

Communist Party of China,

has been demoted for serious

disciplinary violations, the

CPCdisciplinarywatchdog

announced onMonday.Wang

was also the former head of

theUnited FrontWork

Department of theMunicipal

Committee, according to the

Central Commission forDis-

cipline Inspection.Hemis-

used funds and concealed his

failings during inquiries, the

commission said.

ZHEJIANG

Ship returns after
sulfide research
Science ship Xiangyanghong
10 returned to China on

Sunday after a voyage of

more than 200 days to the

southwest Indian Ocean.

The ship docked at Zhou-

shan. Themission was to

explore polymetallic sulfide

in 30,000 squaremeters of

seabed, under a contract

between China and the

International Seabed

Authority, said Li Huaiming,

a scientist involved in the

project. Scientists used the

Chinese unmanned sub-

mersibleQianlong 2 to con-
duct eight dives, reaching a

maximum depth of 3,320

meters.

XINHUA

Now, it’s more
efficient. We send
95 percent of the
people home, com-
pared with about
80 percent before.”
Kang Qingping, shelter worker
in Shanghai

7.7million
residents in Beijing had
signed up for family
doctor services at
community health
centers as of 2016.

A doctor checks a 2-year-old child who was diagnosed with
echinococcosis in Nakarze county in the Tibet autonomous
region in September. LI XIN / XINHUA

It is urgent
to promote
knowledge about
how to prevent
the disease.”
Dong Jiahong, specialist at
Beijing Tsinghua Changgung
Hospital


