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India HIV-positive 
trans people find 
‘strength’ in tech

Shoved, cursed and ridiculed, Nisha’s hospital vis-
its were always stressful as a transgender woman
and got worse after she was diagnosed as HIV-

positive. But a new app introduced as part of a drive to
end an HIV epidemic in India by 2030 is providing her
and the transgender community better access to doc-
tors, lifesaving drugs - and hope - although it has
raised concerns about digital privacy.

India has the world’s third largest population living
with HIV - 2.1 million people - according to UNAIDS,
with recognition that help is needed in the transgender
community where the prevalence is 3.1% compared to
0.26% among all adults. Nisha tested HIV positive last
year after earning a living as a sex worker in New
Delhi. On the job, she said, condoms would often break
or she would not use one for more money.

“That was a bad idea. I ended up with HIV. I felt
suicidal after I found out,” Nisha, 29, a trans woman
who goes by one name said. “It didn’t help that going
to the hospital was torturous. People made faces,
passed lewd comments ... a doctor even kicked me
out.” Despite the Supreme Court recognizing India’s 2
million transgender people as a third gender with equal
rights in 2014, they are often kicked out by their fami-
lies and denied jobs, education and healthcare, leading
them to begging or sex work.

Trans women like Nisha say they face “double dis-
crimination” and the risk of being shunned and abused
- first because of their gender identity and then
because of their HIV status. But a counseling program
along with a new app is helping health workers track
down HIV-positive transgender people, monitor their
treatment and link them to doctors and antiretroviral
therapy (ART) to suppress the AIDS virus.

“I have found new strength. I don’t feel depressed
or nervous anymore,” said Nisha, who now begs at
traffic lights. “The app helps keep me physically
healthy and she ensures I’m mentally and emotionally
(healthy),” she said, pointing to her outreach worker
Samyra, an HIV-positive trans woman. The eMpower
app - developed by IBM in partnership with India
HIV/AIDS Alliance and the Global Fund to Fight AIDS,
Tuberculosis and Malaria - monitored more than 1.2
million people between January 2018 and March 2019.

‘Half the battle won’
With mobile tablets in hand, HIV-positive transgen-

der outreach workers keep a tab on others in their com-
munity living with HIV and counsel them and accompa-
ny them to see doctors. “I tell them ‘I’m like you. I’m
HIV-positive and I’m taking medicines too. You’re not
alone’,” said Samyra, who works with Vihaan, a national
initiative to expand counseling, outreach and follow-up
programs to people living with HIV.

“That makes a huge difference because it’s coming
from one of your own. Half of the HIV battle is won
when you have someone to hold your hand along the
way.” Health experts said transgender focused initia-
tives like this and the launch in March of India’s first
HIV treatment clinic in Mumbai city run for and by
LGBT+ people were pushing the country towards its
target to end the epidemic by 2030.

But to achieve this target they said it was critical for
patients to stick with ART. Sometimes stigma and side
effects can cause them to drop out of the treatment.
That is why health workers follow up with clients every
few months and record information on the eMpower
app, including their weight, viral load and CD4 - white
blood cells that fight HIV - and advise them on every-
thing from their diet to safe sex. They also note
whether a client has faced discrimination, and arrange
for partners and family members to get tested.

Sonal Mehta, head of India HIV/AIDS Alliance, said
the app has helped boost Vihaan’s outreach numbers
as well as the confidence of trans clients and workers,
who often come from poor, semi-literate backgrounds.
“The trans clients definitely feel much more secure ...
but the outreach workers themselves also feel very
empowered. They are professional officers working on
the field, talking to doctors, government officers,
engaging with various organisations,” she said.

While such technological advances are seen as key
in the HIV/AIDS fight, health and software experts
warn they can come at the cost of privacy. The
eMpower app creates a profile for each client with
personal information including name, biometric ID
number, occupation and monthly income, and a map
pinning their location. Without proper safeguards, such
an app runs the risk of data breach and sharing infor-
mation with third-parties, which can further ostracize
an already marginalized community, said Ambika
Tandon, a cyber security expert.

“The potential to monetize is definitely a risk fac-
tor,” said Tandon, policy officer in gender-based
research at the Banaglore-based Centre for Internet
and Society. — Reuters

Holed up alone in a suburban British house thousands
of miles from home, cannabis farmer Cuong Nguyen
spent months carefully nurturing his plants, one of

thousands of Vietnamese migrants working in the UK’s
multi-billion dollar weed industry. Cuong - who is now 41 -
slipped into Britain illegally, hidden under a lorry before
going on to grow cannabis in homes, hotels and even a
stable His dangerous journey from the poor, rough
Vietnamese port town of Haiphong to Britain’s illegal
cannabis farms was driven by big dreams. “All I ever want-
ed was to make money... whether it was legal or illegal,”
Cuong, who is now back in Vietnam, tells AFP.

It was criminal career steered by the Vietnamese gang-
sters behind the UK’s huge marijuana trade - which
researchers value at around 2.6 billion pounds ($3.2 bil-
lion) a year. Cuong claims he went to the UK willingly,
looking for ready cash in a country with some of the high-
est weed prices anywhere in Europe. But many others -
including children - are tricked and trafficked to work for
the shadowy Vietnamese drug bosses who have become
the unlikely kingpins of the UK weed game.

The story of the self-professed hustler and low-level
crook offers a unique insight into the routes taken by some
Vietnamese migrants. But it also turns a spotlight on the
margins in Vietnam, where criminal gangs trade on poverty
and lack of opportunities to recruit new footsoldiers.
Cuong, a former small-time crook and drug user, was 29
when he set off for the UK. It was 2008 and the cannabis
trade promised riches, he says, so he paid $15,000 to bro-
kers for a fraudulent passport and a spot on a tour group
to Europe.

Police raids 
He slipped away from the tour in France and joined a

well-worn migrant route to a camp in Calais where
Vietnamese people smugglers arranged for him to cross
the channel to Britain — under the belly of a lorry.  “If you
fall you’re dead,” explains Cuong, who made the overnight
journey to Dover with three other Vietnamese migrants.
Arriving in a new country and speaking no English, his
options were limited, so Cuong again turned to the migrant
network for help. He ended up in Bristol and worked for a
man running several cannabis farms in suburban homes.
Cuong says he had to work on his own, housebound and
reliant on weekly food drops by his handlers. 

“I got up early, ate rice and prepared feed for my
plants... put them under lights for two hours and watered
them,” recalls Cuong, his mundane routine punctuated by
fear of arrest. It was a common set-up: houses rented or
bought in inconspicuous suburbs and converted into drug
operations. Police have also busted cannabis farms in dog
kennels, pubs, an abandoned hospital and a even former
nuclear bunker - many run by Vietnamese cashing in on
Britain’s penchant for puff. 

Around 12 percent of all cannabis convicts in the coun-
try are Southeast Asian, more than any other non-
European nationality, a National Police Chiefs’ Council
shows. It took six months for cops to show up in Cuong’s
neighborhood. Panicked, he bundled up as many plants as
he could in bin bags and made a run for it. But it wasn’t
long before he was back in business, growing weed in a
hotel near Bristol. He had earned nearly $19,000 - a small
fortune compared to salaries back home - but accuses his
boss of cheating him out of thousands more. 

Forced labor
Most migrants from Vietnam come from poor central

provinces. Many shoot for the UK, sending cash home

which is spent on new the cars, motorbikes and home ren-
ovations. But the journey isn’t cheap. Smugglers charge up
to $40,000 for travel documents and a plane ticket, usual-
ly to eastern Europe where the overland trip to the UK
begins. Some fall prey to traffickers; by the time they make
it across the English Channel they are thousands of dollars
in debt and forced to work in brothels, nail bars or
cannabis farms. 

More than 3,100 Vietnamese adults and children were
identified as potential trafficking victims by the UK gov-
ernment between 2009 and 2018, according to a report by
Anti-Slavery International, ECPAT UK and Pacific Links
Foundation.  Cuong eventually headed to London, where
he drifted for several years, selling drugs and training new
weed farmers. But in 2014 he was arrested for smoking
cannabis. His fingerprints tied him to the Bristol grow
house.  Crown Court records show he was convicted for
growing cannabis and sentenced to 10 months jail.
Eventually the UK Home Office deported him. He joined
more than 1,600 returnees to Vietnam either by choice or
by force since 2014, including at least 22 who were under
the age of 14, according to Home Office data.  Hundreds of
other children have been identified as potential trafficking
victims by the Home Office. 

Some are back in Vietnam in debt and at serious risk of
being re-trafficked in what amounts to a “merry-go-
round” of crime and poverty, according to independent
trafficking expert Mimi Vu. Adjusting to life in Vietnam
has been tough for Cuong, who returned broke and now
lives in a bare house in Haiphong. But he says he is
reformed and hopes to open a salon to help provide for
the baby he is expecting with his new girlfriend. “In the
past I had to be tough and aggressive,” he says. “Now I
have to be soft and nice.” — AFP 

Cuong Nguyen, a Vietnamese cannabis convict deported from Britain, smokes a cigarette as a tattoo that reads, ‘Be tough’ is seen on his forearm at a cafe in Haiphong. — AFP 

Confessions of a cannabis farmer: The Vietnamese getting Brits high

High crimes: UK
cannabis farms 

Aderelict hospital, dog kennels, abandoned ware-
houses, suburban homes and buried shipping con-
tainers - cannabis farms dot Britain, often staffed

by Vietnamese migrants-turned-growers. Some have
been smuggled in voluntarily, others trafficked against
their will. Here are a few high-profile busts involving
Vietnamese migrants.

Bunker turned weed farm
When police smashed through the padlocked doors of

a former nuclear bunker in Wiltshire in 2017 they found
three Vietnamese growers and thousands of cannabis
plants. More than 20 rooms in the World War II era
bunker were used to grow weed by the migrants - sus-
pected to have been trafficked — who spoke little English
and had been locked in the site.  More than $800,000
worth of electricity had been illegally siphoned off to
power the massive underground factory that cops said
was capable of producing nearly $2.5 million in weed
yearly.  Three men were jailed for running the cannabis
farm, which police were alerted to when dog-walking
neighbors said they smelled something awry. The growers
were later deported from Vietnam, having declined to
claim asylum, according to British media reports.  

Duffel bag of bills 
A duffel bag stuffed with £75,000 ($93,000) in cash

was among the evidence police recovered when they
busted a Vietnamese cannabis syndicate in Lancashire
last year. They also found several houses converted into
grow-ops plants valued at £80,000 and a handful of
Vietnamese suspects, including ringleader Jack Nguyen,
who was charged with conspiracy to produce cannabis
and money laundering.  Syndicate bosses posed as
expectant parents to rent houses, and police unearthed
cellphone video of a baby cradling wads of cash, accord-

ing to media. When the investigation was over police
uncovered more than 21 house, confiscated over
$300,000 in cash and convicted 16 Vietnamese suspects. 

Stuffed in a suitcase 
The case of the 16-year-old Vietnamese boy found

stuffed in a suitcase in the back of a van in Dover last
year laid bare the dangers facing migrants sneaking into
the UK. Phong was discovered with life-threatening
injuries in the trunk of a car chauffeured by a Romanian
man who was later jailed for 18 months. The teen was
rescued by British authorities. He has since been placed
in foster care and has a bedroom “for the first time”,
Phong, now 17, wrote in a letter addressed to the English
public. “Now I have a mum, brother, sister... Thank you
everyone for helping me with English and myself.” It was
not clear if Phong was destined to work on a cannabis
farm, though growing weed is the top job for young
Vietnamese males smuggled into Britain. 

Body dumped 
The body of a 41-year-old suspected Vietnamese

cannabis worker was found on a mountainside near a golf
course in Wales with two bags of clothes and documents
in 2016 - discovered by a man looking for a spot to bury
his cat. One of the bags smelled of weed and contained
notes detailing cannabis growing equipment, British
media reported. Police said the man was believed to have
died in a cannabis farm before his body was dumped,
possibly after dying from electrocution. — AFP 

In the dark: Electricity
a ‘luxury’ in Madagascar

Raymond Rakotondrasoa surveys the charred
remains of his mud and thatched-roofed house in
Madagascar. “I left a candle burning on my bed-

side table,” the 70-year-old says. “It fell and set fire to
my clothes before spreading.” The retired construction
worker is lucky to be alive. “If it had happened during
the night I could have died,” says Rakotondrasoa, who
lost all his worldly possessions in minutes that terrible
day in August. Only 15 percent of the country’s 26 mil-
lion inhabitants have access to electricity. Everyone
else, like Rakotondrasoa, relies on candles, oil and
kerosene lamps.

Says Rakotondrasoa: “I can’t stand the smell and the
fumes given off by kerosene, so I use candles and an oil
lamp.” His neighbor Louise Rasoahelinivo prefers
kerosene because it is cheaper. “I use two candles a day,
whereas one litre of kerosene lasts more than a month,”
says the 70-year-old seamstress. Candles cost between
6 and 12 euros cents (13 US cents) each in the island
nation off of southeastern Africa, compared with 50
cents for a litre of kerosene. The difference is significant
in a country where two-thirds of the population lives
below the poverty line.

Mismanagement
Rakotondrasoa’s village of Ambohimasindray, just 20

kilometers north of the capital Antananarivo, requested
access to the power grid nearly 20 years ago, he says. But
the village is still waiting to hear back from Jirama, the
troubled state-owned power company. Jirama told AFP
that Ambohimasindray’s application was “too old” to war-
rant comment. Madagascar’s energy situation is “cata-
strophic”, said the director general of the energy ministry,
Andry Ramaroson.   

“The rate of access sits at 15 percent and it has not
moved in eight years,” he said. According to the World
Bank, Madagascar ranks 184th out of 190 countries in
terms of access to electric power. One solution would be
to replace the crumbling hydropower plants built during
French colonial rule, which ended in 1960. But Ramaroson
said presidents are reluctant to take on lengthy and costly
construction projects likely to drag on beyond their five-
year mandates. Meanwhile, Jirama is indebted to the tune
of 400 million euros ($438 million) and is operating at a
loss of 75 million euros, according to the World Bank.   It
has long been accused of mismanagement, selling power at
a loss and buying kilowatt hours from private suppliers at
twice the price it charges consumers. Madagascar’s distri-
bution network has not been expanded in four decades.
The country about the size of mainland France has only
400 kilometers of high-voltage lines and 1,000 kilometers
of medium-voltage lines to distribute the 417 megawatts
generated per year.    

What about solar?
Jirama has little economic incentive to provide power to

tiny villages like Ambohimasindray, which would require a
major investment with little return. “Jirama is an operator
that reasons in terms of costs and losses,” Ramaroson said.
Rasoahelinivo may never be able to watch the television
she was given by her children in 1989. “Electricity remains
a luxury product only city dwellers can afford,” she says.
Some, like Rasoahelinivo’s neighbor Isabelle Ramiadanary,
have turned to solar power instead.

But her flimsy panel gave out after eight months and
now has only enough power to charge mobile phones, so
she is back to using candles and kerosene. Indeed, solar
power is an obvious alternative in a country that enjoys
some 2,800 hours of sunlight annually. The government is
counting on this potential to reach its goal of providing
energy to 70 percent of households by 2030, according to
the World Bank.

Private sector steps in
Meanwhile, the private sector has stepped in with a

major hydroelectric power project.  This month, French
engineering firm Colas, Norway-based SN Power, local
company Jovena and the Africa50 investment platform
signed an agreement to develop a hydropower plant on
Madagascar’s Ivondro river, 40 kilometers from the east-
ern city of Toamasina. The 120-megawatt plant, to be com-
missioned by 2023, is so far the largest private-sector
investment in the electricity sector. — AFP 

In this file photo, a selection of ‘Nicotine Containing
Products’, or ‘NCP’s are displayed during ‘The E-Cigarette
Summit’ at the Royal Academy in central London. — AFP


