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In Africa, AIDS Has a Woman’s Face

By Kofi A. Annan

combination of famine and
AIDS is threatening
the backbone of Af-
rica — the women
who keep Alrican o=
chetics  going  and
whose work makes up the peomamic
{oandation of rural commumnities. For
decades, we have known that the best
way lor Alrbca to thrive IS w0 ensure
thai its women hawve the fresdom,
power and knowbedge 1o make degi-
sions aflecting their own lhves and
thase of thelr familses and eommani-
thes. A1 the United Mations, we have
always undersingd that our work for
develpment depends on bullding a
sucoessful partnership with the Alri-
can farmer and her husband.

Study after study has shown that
there is mo effective development
strategy in which women do not play
a cenlral rale. When women are fully
iovobmed, the benefiis can be seen
imimediately: families are healibler;
they are befter fed; tbeir Income,
savings and reinvestment go up. And
what b5 troe ol families is troe of
communities and, eventually, of
whole countries.

But today, millions of African whm-
en are threatened by two slmults-
neous catesirophes: lamine and
AIDS, More than 30 million people are
now at risk of starvation in southern
Africa and the Homm of Africa. All of
these predominantly agriculiaral so-
clethes are alse battling serious AIDS
epidemics. This 8 po colncidence:
AIDS and famine are directly linksd.
Bt ranfr i e

r meent
efforts are declining, raral livelihoods
are disimlegrating, productive capack
Wy Lo work the land & dropping find
bouschold eamings are shrinking —
ﬂlnﬂhu'.-lmltnlm'mlfm}-iﬂh
rising exponentially. At EiLmeE
time, FLLY. Infection and AIDS are
spreading dramatically and dispro-
partionately among wemen. & Unlted
Mations report Teleased last manth
shows that women new meke up 50

percent of those irfected with H.ILY.
m—ﬂm.ﬁ!m“fﬁum
iz now 84 porcent. Today, AIDS hat a
wonan's face,

AIDS has already caused immense
suffering by killing almast 2.3 million
Alricans this year alose. 1t has left 11
million African chiMren orphaned
since the epidemic began. Now i is
artacking the capacity of these coufi-
tries tx resist famine by eroding those
mechanisms that enable populations
to fight hack — the coping abilities
provided by women.

In famines before the AIDS crisis,
wiEnen proved more rnlllml thamn

Strategies to help
the rural farmer —
and her husband.

happened once a
decade or 50, wormen who had exper-
enced previous droaghts wers able to
pass on survival technigues 10 young-
or wemen ‘Women are the oncs who
narture social petworks ihat can hedp
Spread the burden in times of famine.

But taday, as AIDS is erading the
health of Africa's women, it is eroding
the =kills, experience and networks
that keep their families and comme-
nities going. Even before falling ill, o
waman will aften kave o care for a
sick husband, therchy reducing the
time she can devete 1o planting, har-
vesting and marketing crops. When
Bef hoshand dbs she i3 olten de
prived of credit, distribation networks

or land rights. When she dies, the
huﬁthuld will risk collapsing com-
pletely, beaving children to fend for
themselves. The obder anes, sspacial-
by girls, will be 1aken ou2 of school 1o

work in the bome or the fanm. Thess
girls, deprived of cducation and op-
portanities, will be even less able o
prodect themselves against Al
Because this crisis i difforent |
past Famines, we mus
relie! messures of the
shipping in food Is Mtﬂﬂuﬂl. Cur
effort will kawe o combine food as-

LY, and ATDS It will require creat-
ing early-waming and analysis sys-
tems that monbior both HILY. infec-
tion rates and famine indicators. It

work force, [t will require a meaewed
effort o wipe ous FLLV.-related stig-
ma and silemnoe

It will require nnovative, large-
scabe ways Lo care for orphans, with
specific measures that enable chil-
dren in AlDEalfedtsd communitics 1o
stay im sehool Education and preven-
1ion are still the most powerful weap-
ons agoinst the spread of H.1LY, Abowe
all, this mew intermational elfor? must
pul wormen al the center of our sirai-
egy o fight AIDS,

Experience sugpesis that there &
reason o hope. The recent Undied
Mations report shows that HIV, in-
fection rates in Uganda continue o
decline. In South Alrkca, infectson
rates for women under B have star-
cd o decrease. In Zamble, HLY.
rates show signs of dropping among
women in orban areas and youmpger
women in raral areas. In Eth
imfection lewels have fallen among
young women in the center of Addis
Ababa

We can and must build on those
=ccesses and repliceie them el
where, For that, we need beadecship,
partnership and iragination from the
international commanity and Afrkcan
governments. I wo want o save Al
rica from two catastrophes, we wold
do well to focus on saving Alrica’s
WOMEer. 0
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