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T
o start with I do not intend to sing a
song of sand here. Neither do I plan to
erect any verbal monuments of sand.

Instead, I am to rely on some words that
would be employed here to demolish sandi-
fied norms of diplomacy, governance, elitist
outlooks and their ancillary institutions. In
addition, some marginalized stories buried
under the sand along our temporarily swollen
rivers will be brought forth. 

I cannot but disagree more when an
English poet says he reads 'world in a grain of
sand'. I have ample reasons for my stance
since I cannot remain aloof from the matters
pertaining to the sand and its repercussions. I
have already made my position clear by intro-
ducing a pejorative paragraph in this regard.  

Right now when I am writing these lines,
more than fifty thousand of my country
denizens from the nation's east are rendered
homeless due to the ruthless and vicious
games of the sand. A couple of these sons of
soil have already succumbed to cold and
many are waiting to.  

As many as double the aforementioned
counts of our coeval bothers and sisters are
cultivating the sand in the Gulf countries and
elsewhere across the globe. They have mort-
gaged their visa and passports to fly to those
sandy lands where they are meted out most
inhuman behaviors by their employers. Still,
we cannot do anything as we do not have land
enough in our country to enlist their toils and
services. We have only unyielding terraces
that are doing the loving souls apart.

At a time when some couples are singing
melancholy songs in the farms and fields and
weaving dreams to be reunited with their bet-
ter halves, the latter are wiping the sweats off
their foreheads and trying to figure out hills
and mountains of dreams on the sandy and
hazy horizons of the alien lands including the
Gulf. I prefer to call the couples butterflies
and their better halves dragonflies to exploit a
natural metaphor.  

But their futures are uncertain. For, they
know the sands help none to stride to their
destination. These underpaid fellows are

draining their energy onto the sands and
earning meager amounts to remit to their
nation and families. Back in the country, their
dragonflies and butterflies are pouring the
hard-earned money on the sands and bricks
only to add to sands in the urban areas. 

They erect concrete buildings there and
venture out on the look out for schools for
their wards. They visit the concrete mon-
strosities where louts sport ties round their
neck and blow off steam in Nepanglish.
Moreover, these institutions are just shad-
ows of our educational system where many
university elites do not want to (I don't say
they can't!) decipher the meanings out of
sentences written by all the examinees.
They understand the sentences of those
examinees only who make it a point to show
up at their doors on a regular basis. And the

rest are ciphers.
These false champions are trying to

squeeze sand to produce water ignoring oases
beside them. They abhor a deluge if they pro-
mote independent minds. It is their delusion
only. They are already overwhelmed by the
parasitic and sycophantic minds bereft of cre-
ative potentialities. These sand-obsessed
elites are behind the ills the country is facing.
They are only setting bad precedents mostly
awarding laurels to their dear and near ones.
In a way, they are excavating the sands in a
quixotic manner.  

What a contradictory day August 18
turned out to be! It was the day when I saw
some people extracting the sand from the
swollen Bagmati River by the Shankhamool
bridge stretch. They were braving the cur-
rents and filling the minutely woven wicker
baskets with the sand. At the same time a
whole lot of people were being compelled
away from their settlements and dwellings
when the fragile embankments of the Koshi
River were being breached by the strong
water currents. 

These embankments are made of con-
crete that contains sand too. Such artificial
barriers have been vanquished time and
again by the waters of the Koshi River despite
failed attempts to leave sands on this side of
the barrage on the part of the establishment
on the other side of the barrage. It was mis-
calculating the costs of the impending natural
disaster that has boomeranged. More than
five millions of its citizens are facing the
wrath of waters of the Koshi River which were
obstructed for owing to negligent attitude and
slack responsibility. 

Some of our giant southern neighbor's
citizens have been reported to be sailing on
their makeshift boats in millions to Nepal to
take advantage of an organized distribution of
relief materials. On the other hand, their gov-
ernment is still applying a sand diplomacy to
squeeze its smaller neighbors to satisfy its
hunger for energy. But its citizens are fleeing
the country with their cattle and livestock and
heading northward to save their souls. 

Their jingoistic nationalist rulers are
worried about the Beijing visit of our Prime
Minister instead of focusing on the plight of
their displaced people. They are bent on exer-
cising their puissant hegemonistic influence
on their neighbors even at the cost of a sandi-
fied turf in Bihar. They were being irked at the
prospect of Nepal tilting to its northern
neighbor that was taking the world by sur-
prise for its scintillating Olympic Games'
inauguration and closing ceremonies.        

To come to the sand matter, our gov-
ernment, at least, is not ignoring its citizens on
the sand for nuclear ambitions. It is a blessing
in disguise. It would be more than exhilarating
thing if it not were our leaders who would eas-
ily play subservient to the sandy diplomats.
However, many an indigenous people of our
native country can be seen digging sand along
the Narayani and Kaligandaki rivers for their
survival. They believe in their perseverance to
find gold particles in the sand. This gold-pan-
ning is one of their major hopes against their
beholden reality. 

This plight has only been recorded in the
pages of some NGO and INGO periodicals.
Otherwise, it remains largely unnoticed.
Some of these indigenous peoples are even
displaced by flash floods i.e. the cruel sands.
Their thatch-roofed huts are either swept
away by the silted-rivers or nestled in by the
encroaching sands.

The fishermen along these rivers have no
original movements of their own. They bend
it like the rivers and hum it like the murmurs.
Their survival odysseys are sandified to such
an extent that they even fail to notice the
deceptive nature of the sand. It is the sleeping
water in its heart that never gets spilled on its
face.      

Speaking from an ugly cityscape of scan-
dalous sand stories called Kathmandu I still
do trust in water. It ultimately rushes to the
seas and measures its own depths. It is its
salutable feature. But the sand never gets to
know its sterile aridity. Therefore I am incor-
rigible in this matter. In water I do trust. In
sand I distrust.
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A
cquired Immune Deficiency
Syndrome (AIDS) is a condition
whereby single stranded RNA virus

known as Human Immunodeficiency
Virus infects immune cells, preferentially
the CD4 subset of T-cells. The process of
HIV infection starts as early as couple of
weeks post infection and ultimately
results in full blown condition known as
Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome or
AIDS.  

The visible symptoms of AIDS as a
medical condition is only observed during
the acute phase, which can be anywhere
from few years to more than 15 years post
infection. The World Health Organization
has classified HIV infection into four
stages, stages 3 and 4 being symptomatic
phases while the first two stages are pri-
marily asymptomatic. 

Although a number of direct and
opportunistic symptoms are observed
during the progression of HIV infection,
the main cause for the lethality of HIV
infection is its ability to directly destroy
one of the major subsets of cells of the
immune system- helper T cells (TH1). This
RNA virus integrates itself into the host
DNA of the T cells, enables its own multi-

plication and in the process destroys the
host T cell. The end result is depletion of T
cells and increased number of destructive
HIV virus in the body.  Thus, without CD4
to destroy other bacteria, viral pathogens,
and infected individual may die from a
simple infection such as common cold.

Since HIV primarily destroys CD4 T
cells, the first line of diagnosis should be
identification of the virus itself. The RNA
virus can remain dormant within the host
genome by not multiplying; not producing
required coat proteins, not producing
enzymes that facilitate its multiplication,
for years. This does not mean the infected
individual is safe. The virus can activate
itself anytime, as long as it is in the body
and within the infected immune cell. 

Molecular detection of HIV 
To date, diagnosis of HIV in Nepal is

primarily carried out using "indirect
method." This type of method detects
antibodies generated by the human
immune system against an infecting
organism, in this case HIV. The presence
or absence of such antibodies against HIV
in human serum is used as an indicator to
confirm or negate infection by HIV. The
tools that are used are Rapid Tests (or
Lateral Flow technology) and/or Enzyme
Linked Immunosorbent Assay (ELISA).

The biggest disadvantages of such
methods are:a) those cannot quantify viral

particles and b) those fail to positively
detect infection during "window period"
post infection. The "window period" in
HIV infection is when antibody production
has not reached a detectable level even
though an individual has already been
infected with the virus. "Direct method"
can overcome the disadvantages of the
indirect method using molecular technolo-
gy such as PCR and real time quantitative
reverse transcriptase PCR (QPCR). 

Regular PCR is not used as first line
diagnostic tool in HIV infection (partly
because WHO regulations allow use of
rapid tests) whereas QPCR has never been
used in Nepal, to date. The major benefits
of molecular detection are earlier diagno-

sis thereby enabling life prolonging anti-
retroviral treatment much earlier during
infection, and prompt detection in paedi-
atric cases.  

Immunological (Indirect) methodolo-
gies used to date in Nepal limits HIV
detection in children who are younger
than 18 months in age. Positive result
obtained from infant may in fact be either
"false positive" as those could be from the
infected mother or "false negative" as the
infant may not be producing its own anti-
bodies against the virus. If QPCR is car-
ried out in samples from infants, actual
viral count can be done to confirm pres-
ence or absence of virus much earlier.

Another advantage of molecular detec-
tion in the Nepali context is regarding HIV
mutation: HIV mutates fast, with some
strains mutating faster than others lead-
ing to development of resistance against
available therapy. To overcome this,

research into strain variation would also
be of immense importance in assessing
HIV therapy using DNA sequencing tech-
nology. 

At least one organization in Nepal,
Center for Molecular Dynamics Nepal
(CMDN) has access to the latest molecular
technology (PCR as well as QPCR along
with DNA sequencing technology) in
Kathmandu which enables both HIV diag-
nosis as well as ARV treatment monitoring
in the form of viral load counts. This
organization is also able to initiate
research into HIV strain variation using
DNA sequencing technology.

Are the numbers lying?
A recurring, and somewhat nagging

question is whether the percent of popula-
tion infected with HIV, which stands at 1
percent according to National and
UNAIDS official report is accurate. Taking
into account the stigma surrounding HIV
infection in many villages in Nepal (mean-
ing infected individuals may not come
forth), the reliability of results from
majority of diagnostic laboratories of
Nepal, lack of trained human resource in
disease diagnostics, the occurrence of win-
dow period in HIV infection, this figure
may not be as low as officially claimed. 

The accuracy of the diagnostic meth-
ods used is probably the biggest factor in
epidemiological studies. The best way to
assess the incidence of HIV infection in
Nepali population is to carry out the sam-
pling as well as diagnostic procedures in
Nepal in the shortest gap between the two
as much as possible. It is an epidemiologi-
cal fact that the larger the gap between
sampling and diagnostics in HIV studies,
the higher the chances of obtaining "false
negative" (negative results in HIV positive
individuals) results.  

Therefore, in order for the govern-
ment to bring about an effective policy to
counter the HIV epidemic in Nepal, it
needs to seriously tackle the issue of HIV
diagnostics in the country. It needs to
collaboratively work with public and/or
private organizations that may be able to
provide molecular diagnostic platform
for HIV diagnosis and monitoring. Nepal
has already entered the age of molecular
diagnostics. The question is: Is the gov-
ernment ready to cooperate and collabo-
rate?
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M
aina Sunuwar was one of the many
women who was raped and killed dur-
ing the armed conflict. Generally,

women are not the ones who raise arms, but
judiciously they are the number one victims.
Be it a riot like in the tarai or People's War
women were most affected. 

Violence against women has been wide-
spread, despite all those laws and social aware-
ness against it. Why are women stigmatized? Is
religion reinforcing such bigotry or simply, the
men are just violent creatures and want to rule
over women whatever it might take! 

Sometime back UN Security Council passed
a resolution concerning rape as a war tactic in

conflict-prone zones. Though it was passed
unanimously, some countries like China,
Vietnam were skeptic saying, is this move to
finish rape in war zone that important for
UNSC ? Rape, certainly, is not a trivial thing. 

Bearing witness to the horrors of Darfur,
Halima Bashir is a doctor who survived gang
rape and massacre to tell her story to the
world. Halima has written a book about her
experiences called "Tears of the Desert."

At first, Halima tried not to get involved in
the conflict burgeoning in Sudan. But in
January 2004 they attacked her area, gang-
raping 42 schoolgirls. Halima treated the trau-
matized victims and sickened by what she had
seen, she decided to speak out in a Sudanese
newspaper and to the UN charities. Then the
secret police came for her. For days Halima
was interrogated, subjected to unspeakable
torture and gang-raped. She finally escaped
and fled to her home village. 

It's not that women are victims of mascu-
line aggression only during the war/warlike
situations, riots or armed conflicts. It is true, in
such turbulent times, some of the most brutal
things happen such as gang rape, genital muti-
lation, minor rape, mass rape, but the rate is
not small even in normal situations be it in
open or closed societies. In Saudi Arabia,
where women are covered from head to toe, or
the freer Western world, women rape is just
rampant.

It is estimated that one in four college-age
students in the US has been the victim of a rape
or an attempted rape. With free mind regard-
ing sex, women are victims of professors' dirty
jokes, verbally pressured into sex by peers.
Today, college students are handed, as part of
their orientation program, pamphlets that
spell out the threat: FBI statistics indicate that
one in three women in our society will be raped
during her lifetime. Many young college
women today just feel like sitting ducks. 

College students are a high risk group. The
No. 1 group to be sexually assaulted in the US
is 16 to 19 years old. The second largest group
hit is the 20 to 24 years old. Women are four
times more likely to be assaulted during these
years than at any other time in their lives.
Forty-five percent of all rapists arrested are
under 25. 

In the modern world many point out that
women's behavior has a significant role in sex-
ual crimes. Contrarily, there are also people
who adamantly put forward NO to the conclu-
sion, giving examples abound from rather
conservatives societies and young callow vic-
tims. 

Some time back an Iranian man told the
BBC, "all covered-up women" raise curiosity in
men leading to sexual crimes in his country.
On the other hand, a man in Britain said scant-
ily dressed women and their late night hang-
outs in the pub have to be blamed for rape. In
the discussion program that focused on the
question, 'has women's behavior anything to
do in rape', many participants said that both
views were one-sided; because the fact is most
of the women fall prey on the hands of their
close circle of relatives and friends.

Rape is just violence and the rapists try to
exercise their power over the vulnerable. They
find sadistic pleasure in their acts. No woman
wants to be a victim, so to blame her for the
rape is inanity. Though drinking may have pro-
voked the perpetrators but a woman doesn't
take swigs to allow men to get with it. Maybe
there is something wrong in their brains - a
weak personality, crises, criminal attitudes -
that lands them being a rapist

What 
prompts rape? 

In sand I have no trust

HIV diagnostics and its status in Nepal
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