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CONTEXT AND ISSUES  
 
Nearly 30 years into the HIV epidemic, persistent gender inequality and human rights violations that 
put women and girls at a greater risk of and vulnerability to HIV continue to hamper progress and 
threaten the gains that have been made in preventing HIV transmission and in increasing access to 
antiretroviral therapy. In addition to women and girls’ biological susceptibility to HIV, women, young 
women and girls face many interacting sociocultural, economic and legal challenges that worsen their 
vulnerability to HIV. Young women and girls are often particularly vulnerable to HIV and at risk of 
human rights violations. Widespread discrimination, injustice and brutality against women and girls 
manifest themselves in women and girls being excluded from decision-making, epidemic levels of 
violence against women and girls and impunity for crimes committed against women and girls. The 
HIV epidemic exacerbates these wrongs, rendering women and girls yet more vulnerable to violations 
of their human rights and harming society as a whole.  
 
In the broader context, the effects of the epidemic on women and girls intersect with pressing global 
challenges such as climate change, food insecurity, economic instability and conflict. Socioeconomic 
issues interact in complex ways with the HIV epidemic. For example, infrastructural investments are 
observed to result in an influx of male labour and migration of women seeking livelihood 
opportunities, increasing the risk of HIV transmission, particular in situations where there is limited 
access to health services for migrant workers. Urbanization, poor city planning and design, informal 
settlements and lack of access to housing influence the degree of insecurity of women and girls and 
create conditions that place them at a greater risk of HIV and that limit their access to public services. 
In addition, forced migration and displacement place women and girls at risk of being deprived of 
much needed HIV and reproductive health services and are likely to interrupt their access to 
treatment. The AIDS response needs to anticipate and address women’s and girls’ complex 
vulnerabilities to HIV through multisectoral approaches to achieve the Millennium Development 
Goals.  
  
Countries have made several global and regional commitments to address the needs and rights of 
women and girls as part of effective HIV responses within the broader context of the Charter of the 
United Nations (1945) and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948). International 
agreements addressing issues related to women, gender equality, health and human rights include the 
Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action (World Conference on Human Rights, 1993), the 
Programme of Action of the International Conference on Population and Development (1994) and the 
Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action (1995), as well as international human rights instruments 
and regional covenants and conventions such as the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of 
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW, 1979) and its 1999 Optional Protocol and the Protocol to 
the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa (2005). 
Additionally, countries have committed to scale up responses to AIDS and women through the 
Declaration of Commitment on HIV/AIDS (2001) and the Political Declaration on HIV/AIDS (2006), 
the UN Millennium Declaration and the Millennium Development Goals (2000). Recognizing the 
need for increased resource allocation and capacity-building, these commitments provide a sound 
basis for a strengthened multisectoral response for women, girls and gender equality by creating 
enabling environments for upholding women’s human rights and addressing the needs of women 
living with HIV, as well as providing a strong focus on comprehensive prevention approaches to HIV, 
sexual and reproductive health and violence against women. 
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Despite these significant commitments to promote and protect the human rights of women and girls, 
the HIV epidemic continues to reveal a gap between rhetoric and reality. The AIDS response can 
serve as a catalyst and bring about sociocultural, political and legal transformations to promote, 
protect and fulfil the rights of women and girls. By weaving human rights and gender equality into the 
global AIDS response, we can ensure that women and girls not only have the knowledge and power to 
protect themselves but also to take their rightful, equal place as advocates, leaders and policy-makers 
who drive change.  
 
The AIDS response needs to anticipate and address the vulnerability of women and girls to HIV 
within the broader global and social context to achieve the Millennium Development Goals. To this 
end, UNAIDS has committed itself, through its Outcome Framework 2009–2011, “to making the 
response to AIDS an entry point to contribute to efforts to reduce intimate partner and sexual violence 
and developing comprehensive responses to gender-based violence and HIV prevention within and 
beyond the health sector”. 5

 

 
 

The Agenda for Accelerated Country Action utilizes a growing political momentum for positive 
changes to the lives of women and girls, as demonstrated by the recent decision to establish a new UN 
agency for women.6 The UN Secretary-General’s UNiTE to End Violence against Women campaign 
and the multipartner Clinton Global Initiative to address sexual violence against girls present 
powerful opportunities to make a difference to the lives of women and girls. Furthermore, the 
UNAIDS Outcome Framework commits to guide future investments in the AIDS response by the 
promotion of human rights and gender equality. Although the Agenda calls for financial resources, 
much can be achieved by utilizing political will and commitment, such as ensuring the engagement of 
women in decision-making at all levels. To this end, the richness, strength, expertise and diversity of 
the women’s movement represent a critical resource to scale up AIDS responses at the global, 
regional and country levels. In this context, the Agenda for Accelerated Country Action aims to unite 
work for the human rights of women and girls with the global AIDS response. 
 
 
 

                                                 
5 UNAIDS. Joint action for results: UNAIDS outcome framework 2009–2011. Geneva, UNAIDS, 2009. Available at 
http://data.unaids.org/pub/Report/2009/jc1713_joint_action_en.pdf.  
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6 When the new UN agency for women is agreed upon by UN Member States, all reference in this Operational Plan to 
UNIFEM will change to the new agency. 
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While the UN provides a vehicle for moving this political and strategic agenda forward, this mission 
will only be successful through key strategic partnerships involving new allies at all levels of 
government and civil society. As such, the Agenda for Accelerated Country Action aims to mobilize 
all constituencies, starting with UNAIDS and UNIFEM, around strategic actions through increased 
political commitment, stronger capacity and increased resources. Progress at the county level will 
only be possible through an inclusive process facilitated by UN joint teams on AIDS7 that engages 
national governments, donors and all levels of civil society organizations, including networks of 
women living with HIV and women’s groups, as vital partners. UNAIDS and UNIFEM will bring 
their specific and unique contributions to the cause of women, girls, gender equality and HIV and will 
implement the Agenda for Accelerated Country Action  through a coordinated approach and 
strengthened provision of technical support, in line with the UNAIDS technical support division of 
labour and the UNIFEM strategic plan 2008–2011. 

                                                 
7 It is understood that UN joint teams on AIDS include the UNAIDS Cosponsors and Secretariat, as well UNIFEM and other 
UN system organizations with a country presence.  
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Principles  
 
This Agenda for Accelerated Country Action is founded on six cross-cutting principles: 
 
Human-rights-based approach. Discrimination and violations of human rights influence both 
the spread of HIV and women’s access to care and treatment. Consequently, the HIV response must 
be based on and infused with a full respect for human rights for all and greater gender equality.8 The 
Agenda for Accelerated Country Action pivots on the need to invest and be accountable for 
protecting and promoting the rights of women and girls and to focus on their needs in all different 
types of epidemics. The recommendations therefore build upon the global and regional political 
commitments to human rights outlined above.  
 
Participation. The successful implementation of the Agenda for Accelerated Country Action 
depends on the meaningful and equal participation of women and girls, including women living with 
HIV, recognizing their contributions, experiences and expertise. The actions of this Agenda are 
inclusive of and responsive to women of all ages and status, including those who have traditionally 
been marginalized: women and girls living with HIV; sex workers; women of diverse sexual 
orientation and gender identity; women and girls with disabilities; women and girls who use or have a 
partner who uses drugs; women who are migrants, refugees, internally displaced or seeking asylum; 
racial and ethnic minorities; women in prison; women living in conflict or post-conflict settings, 
among others. Meaningful participation requires dedicated resources and strengthened institutional 
capacities, alongside a commitment to the principles of the greater involvement of people living with 
HIV/AIDS.9  
 
Evidence-informed and ethical responses. The Agenda for Accelerated Country Action 
recognizes that the HIV epidemic impacts differently on women and girls and men and boys and that 
the AIDS response needs to recognize the different epidemiological, economic, social, cultural and 
political contexts. AIDS responses need therefore to be evidence-informed and context-specific. 
Actions undertaken under this Agenda will cause no harm to any woman or girl and will recognize 
their diversity and respect their right to participate. Therefore, all research undertaken must be ethical 
and programme-oriented and involve women and girls in all their diversity at every stage, from design 
through implementation and monitoring and evaluation. 
 
Partnership. UNAIDS recognizes the importance of partnership with relevant stakeholders for the 
successful implementation of the Agenda for Accelerated Country Action. It is therefore committed to 
building bridges between civil society, in particular women's rights organizations and HIV 
organizations, networks of women living with HIV, human rights organizations, faith-based 
organizations, adolescents and young people, organizations of men and boys, in particular those 
working for gender equality, and traditional leaders, governments, donors and UN organizations. 

                                                 
8 Rights-based approaches to HIV seek to empower rights-holders (vulnerable and affected communities) to claim rights and 
duty-bearers (governments and the international community) to protect and realize rights in the context of the response to 
HIV; seek to ensure that HIV structures, processes, policies and programmes are implemented in ways that support human 
rights principles: non-discrimination, inclusion/participation, accountability, responsibility and transparency; seek to ensure 
that HIV structures, processes, policies and programmes further the protection and realization of human rights standards; 
seek to ensure that HIV structures, processes, policies and programmes include the appropriate funding and support to 
address rights-related drivers of the epidemic and community and individual vulnerabilities (UNAIDS Reference Group on 
HIV and Human Rights). 
9 The greater involvement of people living with HIV/AIDS (GIPA) agreed to at the Paris AIDS Summit in 1994 as a critical 
principle to ethical and effective national responses to the epidemic. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

Knowing, understanding and responding to the particular and 
various effects of the HIV epidemic on women and girls 

 
Globally, women account for 50% of all people living with HIV, and in sub-Saharan Africa they 
account for 60%. In the Caribbean, young women are approximately 2.5 times more likely to be 
infected with HIV than young men. The increased vulnerability of women and girls to HIV infection 
stems from biology and from social, economic, legal and cultural factors such as entrenched gender 
roles, unbalanced power relations, disproportionate burden of AIDS-related care and the occurrence, 
and societies’ acceptance of, violence against women, including sexual coercion. In addition, 
unsustainable urbanization and poor living conditions in urban slums and informal settlements 
increase women’s and girls’ vulnerability to HIV and their impact from it. These issues not only limit 
the autonomy and ability of women and girls to protect themselves from HIV, but also hinder access 
to services and ultimately the ability of women and girls to exercise their human rights.  
 
Women, young women and girls are vulnerable in many settings, be it in generalized or concentrated 
epidemics. Understanding the unique impact of HIV on women and girls requires refined qualitative 
and quantitative data and information, as well as a set of robust indicators that capture the nuances 
and complexities of the ways the HIV epidemic affects women and girls differently at different stages 
of their lives and in different settings. This knowledge is essential for effective AIDS responses. 
However, there is a lack of capacity, at the global, regional and country levels, to collect and analyse 
data and effectively and sustainably integrate activities on women, girls and gender equality in HIV 
programmes. In addition, many women’s and girls’ groups need greater capacity-building to use data 
to contribute to enhanced awareness and understanding of the vulnerability of women and girls to 
HIV. This, however, should not stop planners and implementers from using already available data to 
better address and effectively mitigate the vulnerability of women and girls to HIV.  
 
Efforts to address gender equality are rarely tracked in ways that make accountability possible. 
Gender-responsive budgeting can help countries to prioritize resources and monitor programmes, 
track funds intended to address gender equality across budgets and provide a clear link between 
budgeted resources and outcomes. The UN system is well placed to lead costing exercises to estimate 
the resources needed for comprehensive gender-responsive programmes to meet the needs of women 
and girls and address gender inequality in the context of HIV. While new and additional resources 
will be required, much can be done by allocating and more effectively using existing resources for the 
AIDS response. 
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