
  Canada and Norway: HIV Efforts for Women and Girls Stymied by 

Stigma and Discrimination

Governments fail women and girls in all areas of HIV
July 20, 2010  Vienna —Women and girls from Canada and Norway, including HIV-positive activists, researchers, AIDS organizations and human rights and HIV/AIDS lawyers, sent a strong message to their governments today,  that current strategies and approaches to HIV and AIDS risk lives. 

Report cards issued by the HIV community across each country gave both governments failing grades in recognizing the needs of women and girls to protect themselves from HIV and to manage HIV infection. In both countries, stigma and discrimination towards HIV and HIV-positive people are rampant, especially for young women and women facing multiple intersecting oppressions. These include Aboriginal women, migrant women, incarcerated women, injection drug users and sex trade workers. Women lack control over resources and are often absent in policy and programme decision-making.

In Canada, the number of infected women continued to rise from 11.3% of new infections prior to 1999 to 26.2% in 2008. Canada has the highest number of cases criminalizing non-disclosure of HIV status in the world, with over 100 cases having been tried or currently before the courts. Meanwhile, rates of undiagnosed cases of HIV infection are increasing, estimated to be at 27% in 2005.
The federal government squandered funds to develop a stigma marketing campaign it abandoned before implementation and used money from Canadian AIDS funding to build a vaccine plant it also deserted. “The federal government should have increased funding in the face of multiple needs in the growing number of HIV affected populations, but has not. Instead it is abdicating its role to protect the health and lives of people in Canada,” said Louise Binder of the Blueprint for Action on Women and Girls and HIV/AIDS. “By deleting abortion from its G8 maternal health proposal, by fighting Canada’s only legal safe injection site at the Supreme Court of Canada and by criminalizing sex work, Canada’s government is fuelling stigma and discrimination,” Binder added.

“They are violating women’s human rights and condemning to illness and early death women of all ages. Aboriginal women and girls have paid a particularly heavy price due to the history of genocide and racism we have experienced as well as sexism,” said Denise Lambert, Chair, Canadian Aboriginal AIDS Network.

In Norway, since most of the new infections are found in groups that experience overlapping and compound discrimination, there are a number of issues that need to be addressed in order to improve the lives of women and children affected by HIV/AIDS. In particular, the response to HIV/AIDS stigma and discrimination has been inadequate. Public awareness is needed about how HIV is spread (and not spread) and how current ART allows PLWHA to live productive and fulfilling lives.  

“Asylum seekers, undocumented migrants, sex workers, and drug users experience additional barriers to services and support,” said Gemma Canete Myking, mother and HIV/AIDS activist who has worked with the different marginalised groups affected by HIV and AIDS in the Philippines and in Norway. “This happens simply because they are part of marginalised and often-excluded groups,” she added. 

The legal restrictions against purchasing sex mean that harm reduction policies aimed at the clients of sex workers, such as information campaigns regarding condom and lubricant use, are not compatible with the law. Sex workers are also less likely to have condoms and information about services at their work premise or in their bags, because these may be taken as evidence of their activities during police checks.
The criminalisation of the transmission of HIV, of the purchase of sex and of drug use, and the tenuous position of asylum seekers and undocumented migrants heighten the stigma and discrimination that HIV positive women and their children experience. Moreover, certain legal positions prevent comprehensive harm reduction efforts in Norway.
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