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ACTIVISTS SAY TO THAI GOVERNMENT – THE DRUG WAR IS DEAD WRONG; STOP THE MURDER OF THAI DRUG USERS

Event details: Dozens of AIDS and human rights activists will rally and demand an end to the Thai drug war, Tuesday, May 6th at noon EDT, Thai Royal Embassy, 1024 Wisconsin Ave NW, Washington DC.
Washington, DC- U.S. AIDS and human rights activists have reacted with alarm and outrage at the Thai government's revival of a war on drugs. The country's last effort to eradicate drugs, implemented in 2003, included extra-judicial killings, 'blacklisting' of suspected drug users and dealers, and forced drug 'treatment' in military-style facilities. The result was nearly 3,000 people were murdered, and 1,400 had no connection to drugs. The government has failed to identify or punish any of the perpetrators of these crimes.  The campaign caused irrevocable damage to people's reputation, property and lives, and seriously disrupted drug users' access to essential services, such as HIV treatment, prevention information, counseling and equipment, by driving drug users even further underground.

“As shocking as it was for the Thai government to launch the drug war in 2003, it is incomprehensible that the government would pursue this failed policy again. Murdering drug users will not stop drug use, but it will lead to increased rates of HIV and the unnecessary death of thousands,” said Jose de Marco, an HIV-positive activist in Philadelphia. “The Thai government’s drug war is dead wrong. Instead of promoting the extrajudicial killing of thousands, the Thai government should implement effective harm reduction programs and improve humane drug treatment.”

A diverse coalition of activists, including current and former drug users, sex workers, people with HIV health professionals, and students, are planning a rally outside the Thai embassy in Washington, DC on May 6th at noon to call on the government to end the drug war. The demonstration is sponsored by ACT UP Philadelphia, the American Medical Student Association, DC Fights Back, Exponents, NYC, Health GAP, Housing Works, Metropolitan Washington Public Health Association – Health Disparities Committee, NYC AIDS Housing Network/VOCAL NY-Users Union, Proyecto Sol Filadelphia, and the Student Global AIDS Campaign.

An estimated 50% of drug users in Thailand are HIV positive. HIV incidence and prevalence in Thailand has declined overall, except among people who use drugs. Experts attribute this to the Thai government's resistance to comprehensive harm reduction policy and programming, along with their reluctance to include drug users in treatment and prevention programs. "Fighting HIV in Thailand requires evidence-based interventions for people who use drugs," said Paisan Suwannawong, director of the Thai AIDS Treatment Action Group (TTAG) and a former intravenous drug user who will be attending the rally. "We urgently need an effective response – instead the government has pledged to crack down on drugs and told us that we should expect more murders. The Prime Minister, Samak Sundaravej himself said killings are 'impossible to avoid' in a drug war. This kind of message is unacceptable and is, essentially, a license to kill."

Activists are demanding that the Thai government immediately denounce this policy and commit to implementing effective harm reduction policies and improving humane drug treatment. "While the government has said that they will respect human rights, they have proven that they can not be trusted without creating a detailed plan of exactly how they will protect drug users." Said Amanda Lugg, Health GAP Board Member.
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