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USAID-Sponsored Regional HIV/AIDS Workshop

for Faith-Based Leaders Seeks to Change Course of HIV/AIDS

Thirty-eight leaders from faith-based organizations in nine southern African countries began a three-day HIV/AIDS workshop near Johannesburg Monday to “alter the course of the epidemic”.   Sponsored by the United States Agency for International Development (USAID), the workshop aims to help delegates in the epicenter of the disease to gain practical leadership skills in communication, counseling and project management to help their communities deal with HIV/AIDS.  The participants hope they can also help a new generation to avoid the devastation  HIV and AIDS has wreaked on people in their countries.    

The organizers believe faith-based groups exert a powerful influence on the priorities of society and the policies of national leadership.  Participants are believed to represent millions of Africans.  Entitled “Challenging Faith-Based Communities Towards HIV and AIDS Actions that Make a Difference”, the workshop is part of a series to strengthen the faith-based sector to manage HIV and AIDS with care, support and loving deeds that also help reduce prejudices that handicap progress on the AIDS battlefield.  

Opening the conference, Anglican Archbishop Njongonkulu Ndungane urged the delegates to implement projects in their communities: “The time for talk is long gone; it’s time to act.”   USAID Deputy Director for South Africa, Eilene Oldwine, said, “The words, ‘HIV and AIDS’, are a call to action, for all of us...to unite as partners fighting a common enemy that threatens humanity.” 

The Archbishop said, “There is a cry for new models of leadership in Africa...we need to find and develop the leadership of, for and by Africans...looking for leaders who offer service.”  The Archbishop reminded the group that “silence permits inaction and is the breeding ground for stigma”.  He challenged participants to be bold in breaking the bonds of silence and labeled silence about sexuality and behavior that leads to life rather than death as a “sin”.    

Oldwine pointed out grim regional HIV/AIDS statistics, such as 90 percent of all babies born HIV positive enter the world in sub-Saharan Africa, that 85 percent of the world’s HIV positive women live here, and that life expectancy in the region has decreased on average by about 20 years.  She said the conference is part of USAID’s $3.85 million (more than R45 million) Regional HIV/AIDS Program working in ten countries to address high transmission areas at the heart of the HIV/AIDS epidemic.  

Further information is available from Reverie Zurba at USAID:  (012) 323-8869;

Nicky Schaay at POLICY PROJECT:  (021) 462-0380; or Anna van Esch: (072) 383-0970

