Gender-based Violence Increases the Risk of HIV Infection in Women
The Feminization of HIV/AIDS

Today, an estimated 33.2 million people are living with HIV throughout the world. In sub-Saharan Africa, the region with two-thirds of the total number of HIV infections close to 61 per cent of those infected are women and adolescent girls.

Women and girls are physiologically two to four times more susceptible to HIV infection than men and boys
. This fact, coupled with lack of status, has given rise to the feminization of AIDS throughout Africa, as well as in parts of Asia and Latin America. In sub-Saharan Africa, three young women are infected for every man.
 Adolescent girls aged 15-19 are six times more likely to be HIV positive compared to boys the same age.
 

According to UNAIDS, close to 80 per cent of young women between the ages of 15 and 24 lack sufficient knowledge about HIV/AIDS and how to prevent it in countries with generalized epidemics.

Low Status of Women
Behind the feminization of HIV/AIDS is the low status of women and girls in much of sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia and Latin America. Coerced or forced sex increases the risk of HIV infection. Poor women in particular are often denied basic human rights, including access to education, health care, safe sex, economic and physical security. 

Discrimination and violence, renders women and girls far more susceptible to HIV infection. The injuries that go with violent and coerced sex offer a perfect conduit for HIV transmission. Because they are often so powerless, women may be unable to negotiate the conditions under which they have sex with their husbands or partners. Male partners may become violent if women refuse their sexual advances. 

Violence and HIV 

And the evidence is compelling. Research shows a direct link between gender-based violence and HIV infection, particularly in young women. Adolescent girls in sub-Saharan Africa experience sexual violence on a regular basis. A Multi-country Study on Women’s Health and Domestic Violence, undertaken in 2006 by The World Health Organization, found that, in countries such as Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Tanzania and Peru, violence in the home is widespread and ranges upwards to just over 70 per cent.

In South Africa, close to one-third of all girls surveyed said their first sexual experience was forced, and nearly three-quarters had sex against their will at least once.

These findings are supported by studies carried out in Rwanda and Tanzania that indicate the risk for HIV among women who are victims of gender-based violence is up to three times higher compared to women who have not been subjected to violent behaviour. In Tanzania, researchers found that young HIV positive women were ten times more likely to have had a violent partner compared to HIV negative women their own age.

Under these unequal conditions, women, especially young women, are not in a position to demand that their partners use a condom. Women have much less control over decision making when it comes to the use of condoms or other forms of protection, and have less access to health and social services. A study in Uganda found that many women were afraid to access HIV/AIDS services for of fear of being physically assaulted or threatened by their husbands or partners.

Uganda is routinely held up as an example of a country that successfully brought the AIDS pandemic under control—yet married women now find themselves on the frontline of the fight against HIV. The reason is because many are in polygamous unions (where one man has more than one wife), which increases the risk of HIV exposure. Women in these types of relationships are more likely to have unprotected sex, despite the heightened risk of HIV infection.

According to Dr. Sheila Ndyanabangi, in charge of mental health at the Ugandan Ministry of Health, “there is a high incidence of infection amongst faithful wives of errant husbands”.

To make matters worse, the culture of silence and stigma that has sprung up around HIV/AIDS in Africa and elsewhere mean that women do not seek information about the disease or go for testing. In sub-Saharan Africa, nearly 60 per cent of adolescent girls surveyed were afraid to discuss the use of condoms with their parents for fear of violence.

Recommendations
UNFPA is working to ensure that national governments and international agencies integrate strategies to reduce violence against women with efforts to improve reproductive health services and reduce HIV infections. So far HIV/AIDS programmes tend to be top down with few links to regular reproductive health services or other counselling programmes. Today, UNFPA promotes the integration of HIV prevention, support and care with reproductive health services and programmes that inform clients of their rights and facilitate access to treatment care and support. 

Specifically, such an integrated strategy should:

· Promote economic opportunities for women through micro-finance schemes and skills development. Once women enjoy economic independence they can better avoid abusive, unequal relationships, and thus reduce the risk for HIV infection.

· Ensure that HIV prevention programmes address the realities of violence against women as a barrier for accessing HIV services.

· Support community-based training and information campaigns aimed at changing harmful practices and altering behaviour patterns that perpetuate violence against women and reinforce its social acceptability.

· Provide training about HIV prevention to law enforcement officials and community workers who may encounter victims of violence. Training should also include information on medical treatment and post-exposure prophylaxis.

· Reinforce the legal and policy environment so that laws prohibiting violence against women and girls are not just passed, but also enforced.

· Ensure that organizations working to eliminate violence against women also participate in national AIDS councils and other appropriate bodies.
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