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The Commission would like to call your attention to recent news reports indicating China has launched a national HIV/AIDS prevention strategy that relies heavily on its national media to educate the public on the transmission and treatment of HIV/AIDS.  This is a notable initiative for a government that for many years denied that AIDS existed in China.  The need for public information on the subject is vital in China, where the infected are shunned and knowledge is sorely lacking of the existence and spread of HIV/AIDS.  For instance, a December 3 New York Times article quoted a survey finding that only 13 percent of Chinese respondents knew the ways in which HIV is transmitted.


In the context of a new strategy to combat AIDS, it is both puzzling and disturbing that China continues to maintain an internet firewall to block the flow of information to its citizens.  Our Commission heard testimony earlier this year detailing how China persisted in actively impeding citizen use of the internet during the SARS crisis, even after the government acknowledged the epidemic.  The new AIDS policy seems to similarly ignore the need for an open internet.  As just one example beyond regular obstruction of the internet, China arrested prominent AIDS activist Wan Yanhai in September 2002 for posting AIDS-related information on the internet.  He was detained for over a year, until the government had extracted a confession to exposing state secrets.  Wan’s organization remains banned.

SARS demonstrated that China’s public health policies are hampered by its internet firewall.  The epidemic also proved that health risks are an international concern.  Following our hearing on SARS and internet control, the Commission recommended that Congress fund a pilot program under the Broadcasting Board of Governors to develop technologies which can penetrate China’s internet firewall.  Congress subsequently allocated $1 million for this purpose.  We believe that this important program will have immediate and concrete effects on the accessibility in China of the full spectrum of internet sites.  We also support in principle any other American efforts that aim to remove Chinese government controls on the internet.  

China’s government eventually bowed to international pressure and adopted a policy of relative transparency during the SARS crisis.  In pursuit of a similar goal, the United States Congress should encourage China to eliminate its censorship practices as a vital part of the global campaign against AIDS.  America has long sought to convince China of the intrinsic value of unfettered communication in a society.  As World AIDS Day passes, let us add to that argument the betterment of global public health practices through the dismantling of China’s internet firewall. 
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