Gender & HIV

By Sophia Cooper

Gender is high among the issues identified as fuel agents of the AIDS epidemic. At the 16th International AIDS Conference hosted at the Metro Toronto Convention Centre Bill and Melinda Gates brought it up, UNAIDS Executive Director, Dr. Peter Piot talked about it and Helene Gayle, President of the conference custodian, the International AIDS Society, highlighted it. But what exactly is gender and how does it affect the fight against HIV and AIDS.

 

For a number of young people from around the world in Toronto attending the conference, there was a four day pre-conference session that dealt with gender-based issues that brought this topic to the fore. Youth participants were asked to define terms like gender, sex, transgender, lesbian, homophobia, bi-sexual and heterosexual. The workshop defined gender as the actions and characteristics society associates with being either male or female. It also looked at how these classifications create barriers for persons who fall outside of society’s norms. Each society has specific classifications, while it may share similarities with others. This was evident based on the examples given by the participants who identified that in some cultures males and females are both at risk in different ways. Some of the common barriers created by stigma were noted as access to information, education, care and treatment as well as the law. The pre-conference session also looked at the education, economic and cultural causes of gender-based violence. This analysis continued at the main conference when on the first day a gender skills building session was held.

 

So what does all of this have to do with HIV infection? The challenge to reduce the number of new infections to what can be called an achievement is unlikely, if the issue of gender is not included strongly in programmes, according to the above named speakers in the first paragraph. In 2005 alone the incidence of HIV worldwide was 4.1 million. 

 

While the disease started out with larger numbers in men, the paradigm seems to be shifting toward girls and women. According to the UNAIDS website the number of women living with HIV has increased in every region. In addition half of all new HIV infections are among young people under 25. 

 

In summary, first with a look at the session held in main conference on gender August 13th 2006, there are situations where women feel dominated or powerless by someone else who is causing them to be at a higher risk of contracting HIV. At the same time societies must not forget that boys and men are often encouraged, as a sign of masculinity, to have sex and father children. Bill Gates, co-chair of the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, said at the Sunday night opening of the conference that the power to prevent HIV needs to be in the hands of women so that the risks are reduced when their partners are not sexually responsible. Melinda Gates co-chair of the same foundation re-enforced this view by stating, “If we’re going to make dramatic advances in prevention, no one can go it alone. We all have a role to play”.

 

 

