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Geneva, 8 March 2004 - On International Women's Day, the International Organization for Migration (IOM) recognizes and stands behind migrant women mobilized against HIV/AIDS.

Women make up nearly half of the estimated 175 million migrants in the world today.  With some 87 million women on the move, migration offers new possibilities for them, such as the promotion of self-esteem and empowerment and better economic opportunities.

But there is also a darker side of migration that feeds on the vulnerability of women resulting in physical and sexual exploitation and abuse, coercion, violation of human rights, devastating mental health consequences, and often in the transmission of sexually transmitted infections, including HIV/AIDS.

IOM’s Deputy Director General, Mrs. Ndioro Ndiaye says, “Male or female migrants, in their very quality as migrants, do not in and of themselves constitute a risk factor in the transmission of HIV/AIDS, it is the situations they face in their migration, in particular poverty, exploitation, and separation from families and partners that put them at risk.”

But despite these difficulties and constraints, migrant women are mobilizing against HIV/AIDS. They acknowledge that economic and social structures potentially place women in a position where they are particularly vulnerable to HIV/AIDS infection, but refuse to be labeled victims destined to play a passive role.

African migrants in Switzerland affected by HIV/AIDS formed l'Association Solidarité Femmes Africaines de Genève (ASFAG).  Its aim is to break the isolation of women of African origin and to offer culturally adequate support during the disease or the mourning period by developing a network of support with the family and close relatives in their country of origin.

Also in Switzerland, Groupe Sida Genève - Projet Parcs, created in 1993 by Latin-American women, has been bringing information and assistance to migrant women living in Geneva.  The project has evolved and now includes Portuguese speaking women, women of African origin, and migrant men.

In 1997 a Rwandan woman living in France founded Ikambere, a centre that helps promote links between people from developing countries with HIV/AIDS.  Ikambere, “a welcoming place” in Rwandese, allows women to meet, share their concerns, receive practical and social support, and to overcome their fears and feelings of isolation.

A key concern for IOM policy and programme development is the increasingly patent connection between the trafficking of human beings for sexual exploitation and the exposure to sexually-transmitted infections, including HIV/AIDS.  The common factor linking transmission and trafficking is the powerlessness to negotiate and the absence of choices.

Information campaigns help men and women make informed decisions about migration.  Victims of trafficking receive protection, assistance and medical and psychological care return and reintegration into their home communities.

IOM works closely with many partners including UNAIDS on policy and programming.  IOM also implements projects to bring HIV/AIDS prevention, access and care to mobile populations throughout the world. 

In Bosnia and Herzegovina victims of trafficking staying at the IOM-run shelters receive a brochure on reproductive health.  

In Nigeria, IOM is working with the Government to increase its capacity to prevent the transmission of HIV/AIDS in areas with a high incidence of irregular migration and trafficking.  
An IOM project in Ethiopia is raising awareness amongst students on trafficking and HIV/AIDS while encouraging them to pursue their education.  

The IOM Bangkok produced video, “Shattered Dreams”, raises awareness of the situation of young people at risk of trafficking.  The story dramatizes a series of events that leads to the trafficking of a young girl.  HIV/AIDS appears in the story when the girl moves to the city in search of work and falls ill after ending up in the sex industry.

Migration, which is a positive and empowering experience for women, can become negative when associated with HIV/AIDS and trafficking because all three feed on female powerlessness due to gender discrimination and the abuse of what is considered women’s inferior status and their vulnerability.  Until such time as women’s rights are properly enforced, women will always be subject to vulnerability and fragile marginalization.
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UNAIDS Reports: The number of people living with HIV/AIDS in 2003 was estimated at 40 million.  In 2001, of the 4.2 million newly-infected adults, 2 million were women.  Women make up 58% of HIV-positive adults in Sub-Saharan Africa, 55% in North Africa and the Middle East, and 50% in the Caribbean.
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