Protection Against Transmission of HIV for Women and Youth Act of 2006 (PATHWAY)

Worldwide, women and girls are biologically, socially, and economically more vulnerable to HIV infection. Currently, women are becoming infected faster than men. In sub-Saharan Africa, where the epidemic is most acute, women make up 60% of those infected and 76% of infections among those 15-24 years old. Factors that lead to gender disparities in HIV transmission include the following:

· Lack of ability to choose when and whom to marry, leading to high prevalence of sex with older men who are more likely to be infected.

· High rates of infection within marriages and the virtual inability for women to negotiate condom use in marriage. 

· Lack of educational and economic opportunities results in reliance on often risky sexual relationships with men

· High rates of gender-based violence and rape

· Failure to access prevention and treatment services due to fear of stigma and/or domestic violence. 

· An increase in commercial sex for survival

· Lack of access to female controlled HIV-prevention methods

· Absence of or insufficient legal frameworks to protect the right of women and girls and/or inability to enforce such frameworks

Therefore, the US should pursue an HIV prevention strategy that targets married and unmarried women and girls and addresses the factors that lead to gender disparities in rate of HIV infection. A comprehensive strategy should:

· Empower women and girls to avoid cross-generational sex

· Increase female-controlled prevention methods

· Destigmatize HIV/AIDS

· Combat gender based violence and rape of women and girls

· Promote male attitudes that foster gender equality

· Support micro-enterprise activities which help women gain economic independence so that they can avoid risky relationships

· Support expanded educational opportunities for women and girls

· Incorporate HIV prevention information into the existing health services that already target women and girls. 

· Protect the property and inheritance rights of women

· Support civil society organizations that are promoting gender equality, especially at the community level

· Encourage the creation and enforcement of legal frameworks that guarantee women equal rights and protection under the law. 

Furthermore, the US should change its regulations on funding for HIV prevention to make combating the specific vulnerabilities of women and girls more feasible. Currently, 33% of all US foreign assistance provided for preventing the spread of HIV must be spent on abstinence-until-marriage programs. A recent report by the Government Accountability Office found that countries encountered challenges in their prevention efforts as a result of these spending requirements. Due to the 33% earmark on spending, the GAO found that recipient countries: had reduced spending for Prevention of Mother to Child Transmission, had limited funding to deliver appropriate messages to high-risk groups, were not responsive to local cultural and social norms, and, in some cases, were forced to eliminate care programs. 

Additionally, the US’s focus on the ABC prevention method is limited because in sub Saharan Africa, where the epidemic is most acute, the greatest risk factor for HIV infection is being a married woman. For this risk group, abstinence, being faithful and condom use are, more often than not, not within the women’s control. Therefore, the US must ensure that onerous requirements are not imposed on how funding must be implemented and must not reduce funding as a result of a countries’ inability to meet such onerous requirements. 

