CCIH PLAYS KEY ROLE IN CONNECTING FAITH COMMUNITY WITH UNAIDS OFFICIALS

CCIH recently collaborated with the Washington DC office of UNAIDS (The Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS – http://www.unaids.org) in several events intended to bring the ideas and concerns of faith-based organizations to the attention of the UN agency. This is not the first time that the two organizations worked together to provide a forum for the views of the faith community. On World AIDS Day 2006, CCIH was one of the co-sponsors of a UNAIDS event on Capitol Hill with the theme of Stop AIDS. Keep the Promise - The role of faith-based communities in stopping violence against women & fighting AIDS. The interfaith event highlighted the issue of gender violence and its relationship to HIV & AIDS. It was a testament to the ability (and necessity) of the faith community to come together to share ideas and to work for a common good. 

The recent opportunity to work yet again with UNAIDS came when CCIH Executive Director Ray Martin heard that UNAIDS officials would be visiting the United States. He helped to convince them that they should program time with the faith community and he offered CCIH’s assistance in connecting them with FBOs both in the US and overseas. Ray worked with Pauline Muchina, Senior Partnerships Advisor in the UNAIDS Washington office and a CCIH member, to organize a meeting with Sally Smith, Partnerships Adviser in the UNAIDS Geneva headquarters office, and a Capitol Hill reception with UNAIDS Executive Director Dr. Peter Piot. 

In preparation for these meetings CCIH collected responses from faith-based organizations around the world concerning their contact and experiences with UNAIDS and their suggestions for enhancing cooperation between FBOs and UNAIDS. These responses can be found at http://www.ccih.org/bulletin/0907files/UNAIDS_Survey_Responses_07.doc. While in the Washington DC area, Dr. Piot also spoke at several other venues about the work of UNAIDS and the need for the reauthorization of the President's Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR). On September 20, Dr. Piot participated in two meetings: a forum at the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars (http://www.wilsoncenter.org/index.cfm?fuseaction=events.event&event_id=272838) and a community meeting at the Global Health Council (http://www.kaisernetwork.org/health_cast/hcast_index.cfm?display=detail&hc=2359). 

Meeting with Sally Smith - On September 13th fourteen members of the faith-based community (including five CCIH board members) met with UNAIDS Partnerships Adviser Sally Smith (smiths@unaids.org) to discuss the current relationship between FBOs and UNAIDS and how this could be improved. Sally and her husband, a senior WHO official, spent many years as Baptist Mission Society missionaries with the United Mission to Nepal. She prefaced her remarks with an expression of appreciation to faith-based organizations and individuals who have worked tirelessly in the field of HIV/AIDS. Whereas it is common to hear many within the community expressing frustration that their work in HIV & AIDS is not recognized or valued and that they are not invited to be participate in decision-making regarding policies and programs, Sally wanted to make a point of saying that UNAIDS recognizes that the faith community has been involved from the very beginning of the crisis and that many have poured out their lives in the fight against the disease and in the struggle to challenge their own communities to respond to the pandemic. Sally briefed the group on the structure and role of UNAIDS and offered several resources for use by FBOs who seek greater collaboration with UNAIDS. Two documents which she strongly recommended were: 

· Coordinating with Communities – Guidelines on the Involvement of the Community Sector in the Coordination of National AIDS Responses - http://www.unaids.org/en/MediaCentre/PressMaterials/FeatureStory/20070611_coordinating_communities_guidelines.asp and 
· Country Harmonization and Alignment Tool (CHAT) - http://www.unaids.org/en/MediaCentre/PressMaterials/FeatureStory/20070921_CHAT.asp. 
Sally encouraged anyone interested in finding out more about UNAIDS and FBOs to contact either her or Pauline Muchina, whose portfolio has recently been expanded to include involvement with partnerships. Pauline, who is particularly interested in interacting with FBOs, can be reached at muchinap@unaids.org, Tel. 202-223-7613. 

The ensuing discussion amongst the meeting participants focused on ways to encourage FBO/UNAIDS cooperation. The 60 plus UNAIDS Country Coordinating offices around the world have the mandate to work with civil society and the private sector. Sally acknowledged that some of these staff members have very little experience in relating to faith groups and that the Geneva office is committed to building their capacity to do so. The faith community, for its part, needs to be more proactive in informing themselves about UNAIDS offices, representatives and activities, and in establishing relationships. Since local UNAIDS representatives are often focused on many things, it may be more effective for FBOs to approach them as a group or network with specific ideas in mind. 

Among the activities that will help to increase knowledge about FBOs is the mapping of their health assets. The UNAIDS Partnerships office is interested in the various mapping exercises being conducted within faith communities in an effort to document the extent of their involvement in HIV & AIDS activities around the world and to identify gaps in current service provisions. It is currently supporting the efforts of the Ecumenical Advocacy Alliance (EAA - http://www.e-alliance.ch) to collect information about such mapping activities. Sally would welcome information about FBO mapping projects to add to this collection. 

Capitol Hill Reception with Peter Piot - On September 18th CCIH, UNAIDS and the United Nations Foundation sponsored a reception for UNAIDS Executive Director Dr. Piot. In his remarks, Ray Martin commended UNAIDS and Dr. Piot for their openness to engaging with the faith community, noting that the organization is unique among UN agencies in its inclusion of NGOs and FBOs within its governing structure. He expressed hope that UNAIDS/FBO engagement would increase and gave suggestions (based in part on the FBO survey that CCIH conducted) for both to encourage future collaboration. He said that FBOs need to be more proactive in their relationships with UNAIDS (at both the international and country level) and with each other. International FBOs can provide a bridge between in-country partners and UNAIDS through the provision of information and the sharing of experience and insight. They can also increase their visibility and influence by documenting their programs and mapping their assets. UNAIDS can encourage future collaboration by educating their staff regarding FBOs and the role that they currently play, and could play in the future, in each country. Understanding FBO activities and assets would enable them to involve FBOs in discussions within the country concerning AIDS policies, strategies and resources and to encourage donor investment in FBO programs. The full text of Ray's remarks can be found at http://www.ccih.org/bulletin/0907files/FBO_UNAIDS_Collaboration_18Sept07.doc. 
Dr. Piot addressed the nearly one hundred attendees by thanking the faith-based community for all of their efforts in the fight against HIV and AIDS since the very beginning. UNAIDS as an organization works with all the people of the world, including people of faith, in what is the highest moral imperative: the preservation of life. He had made a special trip to Washington to support the reauthorization of PEPFAR and to advocate for even higher levels of funding for a program that established the US as a leader in the fight against HIV and AIDS. He delighted in the fact that for the first time there is evidence-based hope that efforts against HIV and AIDS are making a difference but noted that there was still a lot of work to do. 
