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The #VoiceandChoice
2022 Barometer, a flag-
ship publication of the
Southern Africa Gender
Protocol Alliance, is being
launched in October
2022 at a time when we

are emerging from the dark shadow that
COVID-19 cast across our region and the world.

COVID-19 posed serious challenges and
disruptions to key global, regional and national
systems and services. HIV prevention, testing
and treatment suffered in the midst of drug
stock outs owing to supply chain challenges.
The lock downs brought about heightened
shadow pandemics - gender based violence,
sexual violence and teenage pregnancies all
increased. Hundreds of thousands of teenagers
fell pregnant, and have not returned of school,
with reduced options for their own future as
well as that of their children. Most of the
recorded “teen pregnancies” are a result of
rape, defilement, and abuse yet somehow,
this part of the narrative is not substantively
covered in reports and other data collection
avenues. Even more concerning is the fact
that the perpetrators are often not held
accountable. We need to do better!

East and southern Africa remains the region
most heavily affected by HIV, with 20.6 million
people, 54% of all people living with HIV in the
world.  Although substantial regional progress
has been made with the number of new HIV
infections among all ages declining by 44%

from 2010 to 2021 (38% among women versus 
52% among men), this progress is slower than 
what is needed to reach 2025 targets.

The UNAIDS report released in August 2022 
warned that the world is In Danger of not 
being able to end AIDS as a public health 
threat by 2030. COVID-19 accentuated in-
equalities, deepened vulnerabilities and 
heightened the risk of HIV infection for vulner-
able populations. Key populations, including 
adolescent girls and young women, recorded 
high rates of new infections. Women and girls 
continue to be disproportionately affected 
by HIV, accounting for 63% of the region's new 
HIV infections in 2021.

The bi-directional l inkages
between HIV, GBV, SRHR and
gender inequality cannot be 
overemphasized. The same
groups recording high
cases of GBV, record poor
HIV and AIDS outcomes.
While women and girls are
biologically more sus-
ceptible to HIV than
men and boys,
unequal gender
power dynamics
and harmful gender
norms are the root cause. This is compounded 
by intersecting forms of discrimination that 
include income, education and access to 
SRHR services. Gender Inequality and GBV 
have been shown to increase the risk of
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that sell sex or those who need abortion
services. We need to prioritise realisation of
the basic human rights to protection,
education and health services of all people.
We cannot allow patriarchal and outdated
traditions and attitudes to force large groups
to be forcefully marginalised.

In building back better, we need to embrace
long term approaches that empower women
and men on many different levels.  One of
these is the Education Plus initiative, launched
by President of Zambia and other Heads of
States in partnership with the Organisation of
African First Ladies in Zambia earlier this year
at the AU Summit of Heads of States, as a
measure to prevent HIV.  The initiative aims to
enable all girls and boys to complete a free,
quality secondary education with universal
access to comprehensive sexuality education,
fulfilment of SRHR, freedom from gender-based
and sexual violence, school-to-work transitions,
and economic security and empowerment
for women.

We need to expand this programme to include
those that have dropped out of school due
to unintended pregnancy. We need to
encourage boys and men to engage as
equals with women in SRHR matters and to
prioritise their own sexual and reproductive
health.

We celebrate the launch this year by Gender
Links of the Voice and Choice Southern Africa
(VCSA) Fund with generous support from
Amplify Change. The VCSA Fund will support
grassroots activist groups working on diffe-
rent aspects of SRHR in Lesotho, South Africa
and Zimbabwe. It will also support several
approaches to building movements in mem-
ber states across SADC to promote community
engagement in SRHR.  Voice is a prerequisite
for choice. Voice and choice are prerequisites
for the #GenerationEquality we work together
to achieve by 2030.

acquiring HIV infection for women and girls. 
According to our UNAIDS Data in some regions, 
women who have experienced physical or 
sexual violence are 1.5 times more likely to 
acquire HIV than women who have not 
experienced such violence.

This edition of the Barometer highlights changes 
in the law in Mauritius and Zimbabwe to outlaw 
child marriage, policies in several countries 
that make menstrual products more easily 
available; South Africa adopting sign language 
as an official language. These changes show 
that change is possible.

The Barometer also highlights that there has 
been no change to legislation that criminalises 
consensual same sex sexual acts or sex work. 
 Further, many SADC member states cling to 
legislation derived from archaic colonial 
legislation on abortion.  To protect the health 
and wellbeing of those that can become 
pregnant the World Health Organisation has 
recommended that abortion should be 
treated as a health procedure, decriminalised 
and not governed by penal or criminal laws.

We urgently need to realise human rights and 
gender equality. The human rights of women 
and girls, including their sexual and repro-
ductive rights, must be upheld and violence 
and harmful social norms abolished. Punitive, 
discriminatory, and counterproductive policies, 
particularly against vulnerable key populations 
such as sex workers, gay men and people 
who inject drugs, must be removed and 
reformed.

Some of the changes that we need to make 
urgently include our attitudes and stigma 
towards those that are different in any way to 
us - whether that is in age, in ability, in gender, 
or in having a different gender identity.  We 
need to review laws that should protect the 
rights of widows, those accused of witchcraft, 
children who are at risk of being married, those
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