WORLD AIDS DAY

Irish NGOs changing HIV and AIDS responses as pandemic evolves

1 December 2007 - The findings of a recent survey, just released, show that the 13 member organisations in the Dóchas Working Group on HIV and AIDS are responding to the changing trends in global HIV and AIDS prevalence, notably by focusing especially on high-risk regions such as Southern Africa and South Asia. 

They have not significantly expanded their programming in regions with growing HIV and AIDS prevalence, such as Central Asia and Eastern Europe, essentially because of their focus on the 40 countries with the highest HIV and AIDS prevalence rates, according to the survey findings. These have now been detailed, to mark World AIDS Day, in a document entitled Dóchas Members Response to the HIV and AIDS Pandemic.

The Dóchas working group was established in May 2002 to share expertise and learning on HIV and AIDS, as well as to provide a representative voice for Irish development NGOs. At that time the group did an inventory of its members work, and a repeat exercise in 2007 has revealed interesting trends in NGOs’ work in this area.

Dóchas members also welcomed increased funding from the Irish government for children infected and affected by HIV and AIDS, announced on 30 November, as especially important. “The physical and psychosocial impacts on children are catastrophic,” said Breda Gahan, chairperson of the Dóchas Working Group on HIV and AIDS. “Frightened and hungry children do not understand why they are being robbed of their parents by HIV-related illness.” 

Some 2.5 million children of 15 years or younger are living with HIV at the end of 2007, she said. More children are being born with HIV worldwide due to weak prevention of mother-to-child transmission programmes. “No child should be born with HIV in 2007: we know how to prevent HIV transmission from mother to child,” Gahan added. 

In welcoming the additional Irish government’s new funding commitment for children infected and affected by HIV and AIDS, Dóchas highlighted the need to:  

· Allocate additional HIV and AIDS funding to address gender inequality, whereby a host of cultural, legal and economic factors limit the control women have over their lives, their sexual relationships and the power to protect themselves from infection;

· Continually support the strengthening of public health systems in partner countries (including the recruitment, training and retention of health workers) and, in particular, their ability to provide improved access to quality prevention of mother-to-child transmission services; 

· Actively support and promote affordable access to medicines, including ARVs and other life-saving medicines. (HIV is technically 100% preventable and HIV and AIDS related illnesses are increasingly treatable, but access of the poorest to ARVs and other drugs is appallingly low.)

There is no room for complacency, or a slowing of response efforts, despite UNAIDS and the WHO having lowered their estimates of the number of people living with HIV and AIDS in recent weeks, Dóchas members warned. 

Despite the decrease in figures, the pandemic is widespread (more than 6,800 new infections and over 5,700 deaths each day due to AIDS; 2.1 million deaths from AIDS worldwide in the past year) and enormous resources and energy are still needed to address the burden of disease. 
The work of the Dóchas member organisations reflects global patterns of HIV and AIDS prevalence: one third of the world’s people living with HIV are found in Southern Africa; that region also receives about one third of Irish NGO funding for HIV and AIDS work. 

The agencies benefited from three times more financial support in 2007 than in 2002, largely as a result of increased Irish government funding, according to the survey findings just released.

Other summary findings from the Dóchas survey include that:

· In 2006, the total budget for the HIV and AIDS work of the 13 Dóchas working group members amounted to €13.6m, a three-fold increase on 2001, with the Irish government financing 71% of this work. 

· The vast majority of this money (€13.4 million) was spent on HIV and AIDS programmes such as awareness-raising, treatment or working with organisations that support people living with HIV. The remainder was spent on ensuring that agencies’ other work takes the impact and consequences of the AIDS crisis into account (“mainstreaming”). 

· There is a noticeable shift away from projects that focus solely on prevention towards programmes that use a more integrated approach, including treatment, care and support. The NGOs also report that mainstreaming HIV and AIDS work in other programme areas (such as emergency response, health or education) represents 40% of HIV and AIDS related programmes, and that they are investing more resources on lobbying and advocacy related to HIV and AIDS priorities.

· Priority target groups include people living with HIV, women, men, teenagers and young adults, orphans and vulnerable children, partner NGOs and community-based organisations in developing countries, and the staff of AIDS organisations. 

· Irish NGOs place great emphasis on partnerships, particularly with community groups and NGOs in developing countries but also with specialised AIDS organisations. By building the capacity of local organisations, in particular, they are working to support populations infected and affected by HIV & AIDS in effective and sustainable ways. 

· As NGOs increasingly work in more integrated and programmatic ways rather than one-off projects, they are also developing a greater sense of the strategic importance of lobbying, networking and advocacy work. 

· The Irish NGOs work to translate the experiences of their partners into recommendations for policy change. Most of the issues they lobby on relate to health issues or human rights (such as the need to strengthen national health systems and secure the right to access affordable medicines), but national AIDS policies and gender equality issues are also high on their agendas.

Click here for more detailed survey findings.
