An Equal Right to Life
The fundamental inequality between women and men is driving the HIV and Aids pandemic in India 

In 1995, at the age of 20, I was forced to marry my cousin because my father wanted the ancestral property to remain within the family. Unknown to me my husband was HIV positive. Just 45 days after the marriage I developed a fever and a month after that I was diagnosed HIV positive. Seven months after our wedding day my husband died. Denounced by my husband's family, deemed untouchable and facing discrimination at every turn, my status in society was the lowest it could be and I could only wait for death. But I was not prepared to go quietly. 

When my husband's family tried to rob me of my property rights I took them to court, knowing that my HIV status would become public knowledge. I became one of the first women to talk openly about my HIV status in the Indian media. This gave me a reason for living and a new purpose in life.

Twelve years on and, sadly, hundreds of thousands of Indian women are continuing to suffer the same fate as me. The number of young women living with HIV is now twice that of young men, and 80% of women who are HIV positive were infected by their husbands.

India is booming but behind the veneer lies a reality in which 300 million Indians live on less than a $1 a day, 40% of women are illiterate and the continuing scandal of female infanticide has seen the gender ratio grow ever more skewed to become the most imbalanced in the world. Women, especially poor women, remain invisible.

Millions of Indian women have little or no control over their own lives. Major life decisions, from who to marry to when to have sex, are controlled by their husbands, fathers and brothers. We are expected to remain "pure" until marriage yet when HIV arrives in the marital bed it is we, the women, who are blamed, doubly condemned if we pass the virus to a boy child.

I formed the Positive Women's Network (PWN) in 1998 to end the discrimination faced by HIV positive women and to give us a voice. Most of the women we support have low literacy, live in poverty and only become aware of their HIV status after their husband's death. Women living with HIV face enormous discrimination from their family, community and society at large. They have been thrown out of their homes, denied their legal rights, are unable to access healthcare and treatment and are economically dispossessed.

At PWN we see ignorance and harmful attitudes, rather than the HIV and Aids virus, as our greatest enemy. There is a critical lack of knowledge among women about the virus. Women need access to unbiased information and female-friendly health systems so they can protect themselves and live healthy and productive lives. 

The Indian government has given extra funding to support HIV and Aids education, promote condom use and set up an improved blood transfusion system in a bid to protect the 600 million young people under 25 from contracting HIV. However, their focus is completely gender blind. It fails to address the fundamental inequality between women and men that is driving the HIV and Aids pandemic. Violence is a fact of life for many Indian women with one in five experiencing violence, often sexual, within marriage. These women have no ability to negotiate condom use or freedom to access information and remain in these destructive relationships rather than face abandonment.

The Indian government has a long way to go, but international donors and governments can play a significant role. This week I spoke at the launch of a new report by VSO and Action Aid. VSO has supported PWN by providing UK volunteers and we were able to contribute our knowledge on the issues facing Indian women living with HIV and Aids. The report highlights how the violation of women's rights is driving the pandemic. It calls on the UK government to provide international leadership by ensuring that the realisation of women and girls' rights are at the centre of their new HIV and Aids strategy. The UK government must set an example to the rest of the world by funding organisations working to empower women, by supporting female-friendly health systems and funding well-designed social protection programmes that benefit women and girls living with HIV and Aids and those who care for them.

There has been much rhetoric about women's rights, but the time has come to walk the talk on women, rights and universal access to HIV and Aids services. While women continue to be disproportionately infected and affected by the virus, we also have the potential to become powerful advocates for change and to live healthy and happy lives. This World Aids Day we ask you to stand with us to ensure that women and girls everywhere can claim their rights.

