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Scandal rocks Japan over AIDS
cover-up

For a decade, Japanese blissfuly
believed AIDS was a “gaijin” di-
sease among dirty foreigners.
Now they are being shocked by
some horrible medical truths.
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[Many people have been taught
homosexuality is a sin.If that
has been your upbringing, remem-
ber that the <¢3.~ same religious
teachings also tell us that we are
all sinners and are obligated to
give the same loving attention to
others that would want for our-
selves.
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Scandal rocks Japan
over AIDS cover-up

For adecade, Japanese
-blissfuly believed AIDS
was a “gaijin” disease
among dirty foreigners.
Now they are being
shocked by soine
horrible medical truths.
BEN HILLS reports.

T WAS some time in 1987 that
Ichiro Tanaka began to feel
unwell and was sent by his
doctor for a check-up at a
local hospital not far (rom
Tzlzo. Although be was oaly
23 and crwise pretty fit, Ichiro
was a_hemophiliac — & i
condition effecting only males, in
which the body does not produce the
agent needed to make the blood clot.

In the old days, most hemophiliacs
simply bied to death at an carly age.
Even with modera treatment, maay
suffer from painful deformities of the
arms and legs and can wiad up in a
wrheclchair. .

Ichiro had been treated since
childhood with a product called
Factor 8, a clotting factor extracted
from human bl and frecze-dried
into white crystals. Whenever he bad
3 “bleed”™ — usually internally, when
he knocked a knee or an efbow — his
doctor, or his mother, would inject

him to it before there was
permanent damage.

The ital Ichiro went to ran &
number including one for

tests,
HIV. With great relicf, Ichiro, his
wife and young child learned a few
weeks later that ev ing was finc;
he did not have the disease, the
hospital told them.

Two years went by, and Ichiro —
by now losing weight, feverish and
desperately worricd — went to
another bospital They discovered
that he was HIV-positive and must
have beea for seversl years. He was
aow showing the symptoms of
full-blown AIBS.

Less than a year later, in Decem-
ber 1990, Ichihiro dicd. A few months
caclier his wife learned that he had
given the vitus to her.

Mr Toshihiro Suzuki, the lawyer
represeating Ichihiro's widow, is
coavinced that doctors at the first

ital “knew he had the virug aad

they are responsible for his wife
contracting HIV™.

In Australia, this would be
unthinkable. la the US, it would be
illegal But in Japan, says Mr Suzuki,
“there {5 mo such tradition as
ll:formcd consent ... doctors think

can get away with anything.™
chihiro's widow is now Plaintiff
No 28 (they are ideatified oxg}‘ by
nymbers. oot names) in onc the
bl;}t!( damages cases cver mounted
in Japan, in which 92 bemophiliacs
are suing the Government and five
pharmaceatical companies.
clsim they contracted the virus
through contaminated vials of Factors

Passport to reality ... Japanese are finally getting the

Ba

message that AIDS i{s not just an overseas problem.

16,000, which, on a per capita basis,
is 40 times as many as Japan.
Why this Is, no-one seems to know.
Japagese do travel abroad less.
There is very little intravenous drug
use. The homoscxu:l community is

empioyees AIDS tests, and Tokyo's
Hogusei(hhnu University has gone
o the extraordinary leagth of refus-
ing to admit any fouigu student who
does not have aa AIDS test; Japanese
do not have to be tested

oot as pi P
Coadoms arc widely used.

However, the discasc is now
catreached in the country, and most
of the patieats are Japanese, not
foreigners.

The country’s hemophilisc com-
muaity has been ra by AIDS in
a silent epidemic that has remained
bidden until now. More than 200
have died already.

“The prejudice is very strong ... |
bave told my family, but ot all my
friends,” says Toshi Mitsui, another
HIV-positive patieat who is (aking
legal action. (Like Ichiro Tanaka, this
is mot his real name. Only two
Japanese AIDS paticats have “come
out” publicly.)

The story unfolding in Tokyo
District Court of how almost half of
hp,n's 5,000 hemophiliacs were

“This s a cloged subculture within
a closed socicty,” says attorney
Suzuki. “That is why it has tzken so
long for the information to get out. If
a casc of AIDS is diagn the
doctor won't tell the patient, the
hospital may refuse to treat him, he
will have to keep his condition secret
from his friends, even his family.”
It's not hard to sec why. Fear,

ik are.

1,

" Half the hpran‘esc polled rcc:rnlly
by the Japun Broadcasting Company

d to death is a sordid tale
of the Governmeat's fiilure to
protect the public against the greed of
drug companics and the medical
prolession.

Secret memos dragged out of the
American pharmaceutical industry in
overseas litigation (Japan has no
legal “discovery™) show that, at least
as early as 1982 (less than a year after
the first AIDS case was identified),
the companies knew that the virus
could be transmitied by blood

much as $A20,000 a year per patient.
Doctors urged hemophiliacs o usc
more Factor 8, and to inject them-
selves at home as 2 “preventative™
measure. Couriers used to dump
dozens of bottles of it in insutated
boxes on people’s doorsteps.

“They rounded patients up like

ilking cows,” says Yukio Yasuda, u
hemophiliac who is president of Tokyo
Friends of Hemophiliacs and a lawyer
involved in the litigation.

In two ycars there were windfalt
rofits of about SA100 million made
y doctars and hospitals, as the five

pani toaded their ~d a
Factor 8 on the unsuspecting hacmo-
philiacs. One Tokyo private hospital,
which rounded up nearly 300 haemo-
rhiliacs. paid off debts of SA7 mil-
ion and began a major cxpansion
program with the profits.

“Unsuspecting™ is not the right
word. Most of the hemophitiacs had
knowa about the possibility of AIDS
transmission through blood products
since July 1992, when the Mainichi
newspaper carried a Washingron
Post articic about it

“They begged their doctors ta
change to domestic blood products,
but the doctors refused,” says attor-
ncy Yasuda.

As carly as 1933, ut least one of tiee
overseas pharmaceutical companics,
Baxter Travenol, had developed a
sterilisation technique and was offer-
ing Japancse hemophiliacs “safc™
Factor 8. But, in.the most extraordi-
nary chapter of the story, the
Government refused to allow the
company to put the product on the
market.

. For 28 months, the Government's
advisory committee, headed by a

Tokyo p %
Takeshi Abe, insisted there was no
conclusive evidence that AIDS could

=g bl 4

be p ;
nor that the sterilised Factor 8 was
safe. It transpired later that Professor
Abe had reccived several huadred
thousand dollars’ worth of assistance
from Japancsc pharmaccutical
groups (o cstabiish a clinic.

The real reason the Government
refused t0 act — and endangered the
lives of hundreds more haecmophi-
liacs — was to protect the local blood
product industry. particularly the
huge Jupanese conglomerate Green
Cross, according to investigator
Hirokawa.

“The Jupanese compaaies did not
have the sterilisation technology, and
if the ‘safe” product had beea ullowed
in, it would have given Baxter
Travenol a monopoly of a $USS0
million-a-year market,” he says

In July 1985, the Government
finally allowed the new product to be
used in Japan, afthough there was
still no recall of the infected batches
of Factor 8. By then it was too late

The first AIDS casc in Japan was
detected that month — not a
homoscxual or a drug user, but a
hemophiliac. More cases followed,
although doctors probably covered
up more than they told.

Doctors licd to their patients.
telting young men who did have
AI1DS they didn't have the virus. They
got it from the blood products the
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