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India Canada Collaborative HIV AIDS project (ICHAP) started in 2000-01. Under this programme “Sehat Sabki”, a district- wide comprehensive HIV Prevention, Care and Support Continuum project was launched in Ajmer, (Rajasthan).

The aim of ICHAP is to generate awareness on HIV/ AIDS and sensitize people on issues related to the epidemic The Urs, (largest Muslim Fair in India) commemorative celebration is held in the solemn memory of Khwaja Muin-nddin Chisti. The paper is a report, highlighted the special campaign of HIV/AIDS awareness during the fair for the first time. Understanding the religious connotation attached to the fair, all the activities conducted and designed are devoid of any offensive material.

The report describes the Strategies/ Activities of ICHAP. It also describes the background of the fair, implementation process which includes the exhibition, Street plays and Qwallis and how youth has contributed in the campaign. The report also talks about the feedback received from visitors. Generally, it was believed that it is utter waste to talk such issue in a religious gathering; however efforts of ICHAP made it possible which is appreciable.
The report concluded that programme has provided a better knowledge about HIV/AIDS. And it has led to the elimination of many blind beliefs.
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Introduction

India Canada Collaborative HIV AIDS Project (ICHAP) started in 2000-01. “Sehat Sabki”, a district- wide comprehensive HIV Prevention, Care and Support Continuum Programme was launched under ICHAP in Rajasthan. The paper is in a form of a report highlighted the special campaign of HIV/AIDS awareness during the Urs (Largest Muslim Fair in India). Different activities were organized to generate awareness on HIV/ AIDS and sensitize people on issues related to the diseases during the 791 Urs held at Ajmer from 29th August- 7 September 2003. This was the first time in the history of Ajmer Urs that HIV/ AIDS related campaign have been introduced and was much appreciated.

Objective

The main objective of the programme was to create HIV/AIDS awareness amongst the general population through IEC (Information-Education-Communication) activities of Sehat Sabki, communication for change model.

Key objectives

· To create awareness about HIV/Aids amongst the general population

· To understand the perceptions of the people about HIV/Aids

· To create an information network regarding health consciousness

Primary thought behind the programme

Urs is a great opportunity to conduct HIV/AIDS related activities. It is one of the biggest fair in the country and people from all round the country and other neighboring Muslim countries. The majority population coming for the fair is Muslim. So, it is been justified to choose it as a platform to generate awareness on HIV/ AIDS and sensitize them.

Background of Urs

Nomenclature:

The khankahs or the cottages of Sufis are the scenes of recurrent anniversaries called Urs. The etymology is Persian. In Persian Urusi is the word describing the meeting of two lovers who have been separated for aeons. The death anniversary of a Sufi saint is celebrated as his ‘Urs’- the day of his meeting his beloved- the Almighty.

The Origin:

Hazrat Khwaja Moinuddin Chishti felt when he grew to be ninety-nine that the occasion was at hand when he should depart to meet his true Lord. He gave up all connections with the world and retired into his private cottage to devote to further austerities. The day was the first day of the month called Rajjab. He instructed his favorite disciple Faqruddin Gurdevji that the time of his ultimate austerities had arrived and none was to disturb him isolation on any account for full six days. Only thereafter, the room was to be unlatched. When the door was opened on the sixth day, the disciple found that the Master was lying in a tranquil posture. He had met his sweet Lord and had discarded his earthy bounds. That is the reason why Khwaja Moinuddin Chishty’s ‘Urs’ are celebrated for six days for the actual day of his death is not known from the first day of Rajjab to the sixth, according to the Islamic calendar. 

Other Dimensions:

The saint is popularly called the patron of the poor or Garib Nawaz. Thousands of sheets or chadars are offered at the mausoleum. The hall of the mausoleum is abuzz with qawwali singing from 11 P.M. to 4 A.M. each night during the Urs. The pilgrims make huge offering which are utilized for feeding the poor. Earlier the practice was to loot the huge cooking utensils but lately it has been stopped. There is an administration committee to manage the affairs of the Dargarh.

Members of all communities’ have access to the Dargah. It is compulsory to remove the shoes, before entering the main gate. Within the  Dargah premises, the head of the pilgrim should be covered at all times. Many visitors engage the services of Mujavirs also call as Khadim who take their patrons around the Dargah, fetch them Tabarruk and duly rewarded.

ICHAP Initiative

A concept note was prepared in discussion with RSACS/ICHAP activities to be conducted at Urs. Roles and responsibilities of individuals and organizations were discussed in detail.

Understanding the religious connotation attached to the fair, all the activities conducted and designed are devoid of any offensive or vulgar material. The script of each performance was discussed in detail keeping in mind the duration, clarity of subject, concept covered etc.

For generating awareness through street plays, a youth theatre group was engaged.  And specially developed folk songs on HIV/AIDS and other activities were performed.
Clay models were developed to depict modes of transmission and spread of HIV/AIDS. Posters, Banners, Stickers, Pamphlets were prepared. Keeping in mind the majority of Muslims during Urs, banners were especially prepared in Urdu language.

Implementation

An Exhibition was set up in the main Vishram Sthali (temporary resting place for visitors), however a stall have been set up at each vishram Sthali. At the stalls there were volunteers who mobilized people to visit the exhibition. NGO’s volunteers were present there to facilitate the overall organization and coordination over the period of five days at three Vishram Sthalis. They were also monitoring the cultural activities and availability of information material. One important point is this that the volunteers engaged in this work falls under age group of 16-26. And, many of them stated that this experience had benefited them immensely. Local press and collaborating NGO’s were the mobilizing stakeholders.

Every day 3,000 to 4,000 people had visited the exhibition and benefited. Some of them were very keen to know more about the AIDS, some were eager to discuss their problems with the counselors. Many people felt that this exhibition really helped them in providing detail information about HIV/AIDS and removed their myths. Some people revealed their HIV positive status at their own willingness to the counselors so that they may know how to live better life with HIV. Total 4,500 condoms were distributed during the Urs.
This exhibition had made a positive impact. Earlier it was believed that it is utter waste to talk such issue in a religious gathering, however efforts of ICHAP made it possible which is appreciable.
A group of Zayreen came from Bihar revealed that it was the first time they have find a platform to talk about their problems. Some believed that such exhibition and counseling should organize in rural areas from time to time. Some stated that the awareness building is the primary and basic task to any type of social change and such well organized exhibition regarding HIV/AIDS made it possible.  
Some remarked that time has changed and it is the need of the hour to talk about such issues. Some said that hesitation in our minds is still there but we have now started thinking about this. Some people, who have not at all heard about HIV/AIDS, came to know from different programmes.

Some stated that exhibition had provided a new dimension to existing knowledge. Sensitizing and networking with the help of ICHAP showed high success rate. People are attempting to grasp the other information regarding HIV/AIDS. One of the Zayreen felt that the exhibition and personal counseling has equipped him with humanistic approach that was urgently needed.

Most of the people felt that the exhibition and other programme of ICHAP revolutionized their thinking. It led them to think profoundly. The programme creates an urge in them to know more. It has also given them a better knowledge about HIV/AIDS. It has led to the elimination of many blind beliefs. Some of them stated that they now cherish a desire to know more about HIV/AIDS. 

A street play “ Bacho aur Bachao” (Save you and Save others) based on HIV/AIDS were played on different Vishram Sthalis by young volunteers. The play was about-
· Myths and misconception on HIV/AIDS

· Transmission of HIV/AIDS/STD’s

· Economic burden of HIV/AIDS on the infected and affected, and,

· Effective use of Condoms.
It was highly appreciated by peoples.
Evaluation

A team of young Volunteers monitored all the IEC activities at the fair. A questionnaire was designed to ask basic questions regarding HIV/AIDS. 
Findings

Total 900 respondents from different parts of the country filled the questionnaire.  

From total 900 respondents 93.33% were males and 6.67% were females.

Table 1.1 Background of respondents (in %)

Urban

77.77

Rural

13.44

Kasba

07.78

Above table depicts that most of the respondents belongs to urban areas, where only 7.78% people belongs to Kasba.

When it was asked about the cause of the disease, 90.77% respondents asserted that it spread from careless sex habits. 87.77% said that infected seerinz is one of the cause of spreading this, 85.88% people said that it is also caused from infected pregnant mother to her child. However, 8.66% people believe that AIDS spread due to normal physical touch like hugging. 15.55% people said that kissing is the cause of spreading it. 12.33% respondents said that AIDS spread due to the mosquito biting. Only 3.77% people said that they don’t have any idea about it. It indicates that majority of people were aware about the some facts regarding AIDS but misconception was also there. So, efforts are needed in the direction of spreading knowledge in this regard.

57.66% people said that there is prevention available for AIDS but almost half 42.33% respondents thought that no prevention from AIDS is possible.

A set of five variables were identified that were believed to acquire as a source of basic knowledge regarding AIDS.
Variable


%

Television


90.11

Radio



86.88

News Paper


85.33

Friends



73.00

Others



55.44

Above table indicates that most of the respondents got the information on AIDS through television. Radio, another important media especially in rural areas is the source of providing information to 86.88% respondents. Print media one of the important mass media, provides information to 85.33% people. 55.44 % people said that they got AIDS information from other sources. Other sources may include seminar, conference, exhibition, magazine etc.

From 900 respondents 79.33% believed that anybody may suffer from AIDS. When it was asked that what will be people’s attitude towards AIDS infected person, majority(80.00%) said that they will behave with them like a normal person , which really a good indicator of social change. However, 78.88% people believe that they empathize with AIDS infected person. 18.44% believes that they will not make any type of contact with them and 08.55% said that they will not accept the infected person as a part of their society. Only 5.11% people were not aware about their behavior in such condition.

83.88% respondents know that there is availability of AIDS diagnoses. From the total respondents 75.55% believed that it is possible at the primary health center, 62.77% said that it is possible at block level. However majority of the respondents (82.55%) believed that it is available at medical college and 61.22% said that testing etc. is available at community health center. Only 11.77 % were not aware.

It is important to note that from 900 respondents 90.66% visited the exhibition on AIDS organized by ICHAP. And 100% asserted that these types of stalls/ exhibition should organize. 96.00% people emphasized that these type of exhibition should organize at village level. Most of them (97.00%) have gained knowledge from this exhibition. Only 02.00% said that AIDS exhibition should not be organized at such religious gathering.
In nutshell, the programme provided a better knowledge about HIV/AIDS and eliminated peoples’ blind beliefs in this regard. 
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