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Overcoming the stigma 
Le Kinh Due 

I n 1960, a protest was sent to the 
Ministry of Health asking for the 
immediate transfer of a leprosy 

treatment centre- the Qua Cam 
Leprosarium. It had been built 
during the French colonial period on 
the top of a hill , around which lay 
four villages engaged in agriculture 
and gardening. The protest 
expressed the view that, since the 
leprosy patients were on an upper 
level , leprosy bacilli and infective 
materials such as pus and other 
secretions would be carried along 
with the flow of rainwater to the 
lower fields and villages , and would 
constitute a permanent source of 
leprosy contamination for the "nor
mal" population. 

It was a knotty problem. A team 
of leprosy workers was sent to the 
spot to conduct a concrete investiga
tion. A systematic mass survey was 
done in all the four villages , resulting 
in the discovery of four cases among 
a population of 8000 people. This 
prevalence of five cases per 10 000 
was not higher than that of other 
areas where no 
leprosarium was 
present. This 
proved that the 
existing leprosar
ium did not 
constitute a 
danger for the 
surrounding 
population, but 
the fear of leprosy 
remained un
changed , and 
there were no 
relations between 
the patients and 
the "normal" 
people. 

The people of Viet Nom prefer 
poetry to prose, so health 
messages written entirely in 
verse have been used to 
explain the true nature of 
leprosy and thus to overcome 
long-entrenched preiudices 
against sufferers from the 
disease. 

leprosy workers was sent to make a 
new mass survey of the same four 
villages. This time not a single new 
case was found . A new announce
ment was made: "Almost 50 years 
after the building of the leprosarium 
in 1913 , the prevalence of leprosy 
found in 1960 in the four villages 
was no higher than that of other areas 
of the country. And now, ten years 
later, not one new case has appeared! 
So there can be no grounds for say
ing that the leprosarium is a source of 
leprosy infection threatening the 

Ten years 
later, in 1971, a 
new team of A leprosy patient exercises his hands deformed by leprosy. 

population of our villages" . Since 
then , normal relations have little by 
little been established between the 
patients and the people of the vil
lages. 

VietNam is a poor country of 74 
million inhabitants, heavily devas
tated by a long war. The average 
prevalence of leprosy was never very 
high ; but the stigma and prejudice 
against leprosy proved relatively 
serious in many areas , and consti
tuted an important constraint to 
leprosy elimination and eradication. 
Stigma sets up a vicious circle in that 
it leads to segregation, which intensi
fies fear, which leads those infected 
to hide it for as long as possible , 
which leads to further infection and 
deformities, thus strengthening the 
stigma. This to a large extent ex
plains how the disease was able to 
remain endemic in the country. 

A "social" disease 
Stigma appears as one of the most 

important factors 
in the vicious 
circle of leprosy 
persistence and 
spread among 
the community. 
Therefore, the 
crucial point of 
VietNam's 
leprosy eradica
tion programme 
is to carry out 
continuously and 
unremittingly a 
long-term pro-

. gramme of 
health education 
on leprosy, with 
the aim of wip
ing out the exist
ing stigma 
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among various categories of popula
tion , with special attention to general 
health staff, political and govern
ment authorities, teachers , leaders of 
popular organizations, leprosy 
patients themselves and their fami
lies . One advantage we enjoy in 
VietNam is the full support of the 
government in the campaign against 
leprosy, which is not simply consid
ered to be a communicable disease, 
as is the case in many other coun
tries, but is viewed as a "social" 
disease, implying that collaborative 
"social" and well-coordinated action 
of the entire society is required for 
its successful elimination. 

Poetry and health education 
Vietnamese people prefer poetry to 
prose, partly because it is easier to 
memorize. Taking advantage of this 
traditional way of learning, we have 
produced educational materials that 
are written in verse. Simple poems 
explain the possible signs of leprosy, 
the treatment and prevention of 
deformities, the characteristics of the 
disease, the options available to 
patients, and appropriate humanitar
ian and scientific attitudes. School
children in particular can read them 
aloud at home , and all the members 
of the family can eventually know 
them by heart. 

Since wiping out the existing 
widespread stigma is not an easy 
task , and since leprosy elimination 
must be conceived as a long-term 
endeavour calling for the contribu
tion of several generations, we have, 
since the 1980s, made the subject of 
leprosy part of the curriculum of 
primary and secondary schools in 
many provinces . Thanks to this 
education policy, the younger gener
ations will grow up with a reliable 
and scientific understanding of what 
leprosy is. There will no longer be 
any room in their minds for prejudice 
against those who have the disease. 
Thus, in the long run , the stigma will 
disappear. 

This strategic and practical sys
tem of health education has been 
carried out not only by specialized 
information services , making use of 
the mass media and all other means 
available, but also by all strata of the 
general population, including teach
ers and schoolchildren. As a result, 
awareness of leprosy within the 
community, and subsequently the 
detection of patients and their com
pliance with treatment and rehabilita
tion, have all proved in general 
satisfactory. Many patients were, in 
fact, detected by teachers or their 
pupils among members of their own 
family or in the neighbourhood. 
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So after more than 30 years of 
leprosy control activities, the epi
demiological status of this disease in 
VietNam has been much improved. 
The proportion of patients under 15 
years of age among newly detected 
cases, particularly in the Mekong 
delta area, has decreased from 9% in 
1960 to 2.9% in 1994. The preva
lence has dropped to an average of 
1.4 per 10 000 population. Prelimi
nary evaluation shows that we have 
reached the goal of leprosy elimina
tion put forward by WHO in more 
than 230 of the total 527 districts. 
To put it another way, some 72% of 
the entire population of VietNam are 
now living in areas where leprosy 
has been eliminated as a public 
health problem, that is , with a preva
lence of less than one case per 10 000 
inhabitants. • 
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One of the most important targets of the leprosy campaign is to eliminate 
the stigma attached to leprosy among ordinary people. 

Schoolchildren are ideal transmitters of health messages that change 
attitudes. 


