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The girl who beat Aids
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After the success of Live Aid and the more recent Live 8, the plight of Africa and its Aids epidemic have again been pushed into the background. 

Deborah Johnson meets a North-East film producer who has secured high-profile backing for his efforts to highlight the issue. 

IT is the little girl’s eyes that will remain in Daniel Larson Sidhu’s memory forever. 

Wide with wonder at the arrival of the visitor to her South African orphanage, they sparkled with the happiness and innocence of a carefree three-year-old. Four years on, he still remembers the moment as if it were yesterday. 

“I stood in the doorway of one of the rooms in the orphanage and a crowd of children came towards me, just to see who this stranger was, before going back inside. But one of them didn’t. She just stood there, looking at me. She was beautiful and had the biggest, brightest eyes,” he says. 

But little Sibongle’s beauty made the harsh reality of his visit to the Johannesburg orphanage all the more tragic. 

Predicted to have only weeks, possibly days, to live after being born with the Aids virus – one of 1,000 people in the country to die from the disease every day – Daniel would probably be one of the last people Sibongle would ever see. 

“When I looked more closely at her, I could see the lesions on her face. She clearly was ill. Her legs were slightly crooked so she couldn’t walk as fast as the other children. It was really heartbreaking that I thought I would never see her again,” recalls Daniel. 

But, having just returned from his latest trip to South Africa, Daniel has reason to smile. For the girl who was not expected to survive into 2005 is now a happy sevenyear- old, well on the road to health after being given antiviral drugs. 

“I really couldn’t believe it when I saw her – it was her eyes that left me in no doubt that it really was Sibongle. 

She was on the orphanage’s website in her school uniform, preparing for her first day. I was so happy, and I knew I had to return,” he says. 

“I saw her again just a couple of weeks ago, it was an amazing moment. She is doing very well and is succeeding at school. I asked her what she would like and she said a baby doll. 

She loved it and I will always remember her eyes lighting up when I gave it to her.” 

The initial meeting with Sibongle and the reunion four years later have proved pivotal moments in Daniel’s determination to raise awareness of HIV and Aids. About 5.5 million people in South Africa have the disease – the highest concentration of infected people in any country in the world, accounting for 70 per cent of the total cases globally. 

Through his Newcastlebased production company, Blue Rain, with business partner Simon Constable, Daniel is making a documentary, Voices – the Southern African HIV/Aids Crisis, to put the issue back on the global agenda. The gritty film, showing how the disease is spread through rapes and lack of immunisation, has earned backing from Sir Bob Geldof, the late Dame Anita Roddick, Archbishop Desmond Tutu and former South African president, FW De Klerk. 

Daniels says: “You read stories in the newspapers about Aids and they’re on page 17, page 29, why are they not on the front pages? This is a global issue. Although the concentration is in Southern Africa, economically everywhere is linked – the UK, America, Asia. As with global warming, these problems aren’t just confined to one part of the world.” 

“We can’t just let millions of people in sub- Saharan Africa die from this disease. It costs only 20p for a vaccination that can prevent HIV being passed from a mother to her baby. I don’t understand why this still isn’t happening. 

“Also, to put an extra two doctors into each of the 22 rape clinics in the region of South Africa I visited and to equip the centres with things like basic beds and curtains, we estimate would cost about £850,000. That is not a lot of money, but it could have a massive effect on the treatment given and in making people’s quality of life a lot better.” 

DURING his many fact-finding visits to South Africa, Daniel says his eyes have been truly opened to the impact of Aids. 

“I met one girl in a rape centre who was only 12 years old. She had been sexually abused by a member of her family, but her parents weren’t interested. She found out from the centre that she was HIV positive. She was too scared to tell her family, but one day her aunt found her anti-viral drugs in her bag. The girl discovered her aunt has also been raped by the same man and was also HIV positive. It was a dreadful story. But there are many, many more,” he says. 

Now, after attending the Brit Doc festival in Oxford – during which Blue Rain won more support for their documentary, including from Seinfeld creator Larry Charles – Daniel is preparing to release Voices on World Aids Day on December 1. 

“I will never stop trying to press this topic, to get it on the front pages, to make sure that people are talking about it. People like Sibongle are living proof that if we care enough and take action, we can really make a difference.” 
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