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On March 8, the world celebrated Inter-
national Women’s Day. A day to recognize 
the achievements and successes of  women 
around the globe, it also drew attention to 
the challenges women must overcome to 

secure gender equity. Recognizing these challenges, 
the U.S. President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief  
(PEPFAR) works to address gender inequalities world-
wide in an effort to reduce the vulnerability of  women 
and men to HIV infection. 
	 Today, approximately 58 percent of  all people 
living with HIV/AIDS in sub-Saharan Africa are female.  
The International Labor Organization (ILO) has esti-
mated that women represent 41 percent of  HIV-positive 
labor force participants worldwide (43 percent in sub-
Saharan Africa). And in some countries, girls between 
the ages of  15 and 19 have three to six times higher HIV 
prevalence than boys their age.
	 Efforts to address gender issues are central to 
HIV prevention programs supported by PEPFAR. 
Without consideration of  the context in which girls 
and women negotiate sexual behavior and practices, 
prevention efforts will fail, said Assistant PEPFAR 
Coordinator Michele Moloney-Kitts at a PEPFAR co-
sponsored panel entitled “Integrating Gender into a Lo-
cally-Owned HIV/AIDS Response” in March.
	 To confront the changing demographics of  
the HIV/AIDS epidemic, PEPFAR integrates gender 
throughout prevention, care, and treatment activities by 
way of  þve gender strategies: increasing gender equity 
in HIV/AIDS programs and services; reducing violence 
and coercion; addressing male norms and behaviors; in-
creasing women’s legal protection; and increasing wom-
en’s access to income and productive resources.
	 Mestawot Wase’s story is a prime example of  
how PEPFAR-supported gender programming is trans-
forming lives.  
	 Accustomed to verbal and physical abuse, the 33-
year-old Ethiopian mother of  three lived in constant fear 
of  her husband’s wrath.  When her husband brought 
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home a second wife, Mestawot’s life became unbearable.  
She took her children, left her husband, and relocated to 
another village.  But soon after the move, Mestawot heard 
that her husband had died and then she, herself, became 
ill. Suspecting the worst, Mestawot and her children vis-
ited a clinic to be tested for HIV and discovered that both 
she and her eldest son were HIV-positive.
	 Looking to her friends and neighbors for sup-
port, Mestawot found none.  As a result of  her status, the 
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While trimming hair in her barbershop, Mestawot Wase 
discusses the consequences of HIV/AIDS infection and 
provides customers with prevention messaging.
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