Women’s Voices

“Stories by Women about their lives in a world with HIV/AIDS”

Introduction
Vasavya Mahila Mandali (VMM) was established in
1969 with the aim of empowering women in social,
economic, health, education and political arena and
to increase community action in Andhra Pradesh,
India.VMM has taken up multi-faceted programmes
to improve the quality of lives of women and children
vulnerable to HIV, through community participation
and promotion of community-based groups/
organisations. Sustainability of the programmes is
made possible by involving the communities to own
the programmes. The community is involved by
giving inputs for interventions, programme
designing and reviewing of the program. Since
1995, VMM is actively involved in increasing
community action for, and access to HIV/AIDS
prevention, care, treatment and impact mitigation
efforts in Andhra Pradesh.
Since 2000, the VMM as a Lead partner to the India
HIV/AIDS Alliance (Alliance India), has improved
reach of people living with and/or affected by HIV/
AIDS through its constant efforts in the coastal
Andhra Pradesh; strengthening leadership and
capacity of civil society to respond to HIV/AIDS; and
improving institutional and policy environment for
community responses to HIV/AIDS.

VMM has provided a unique technical leadership
in fostering and understanding the communitydriven approach to key issues like HIV/AIDS
prevention, care and support and impact mitigation.
VMM, guided by the community needs expressed
during annual participatory community review (PCR)
at each NGO level located in the coastal districts of
Andhra Pradesh, provides programmatic, technical,
strategic, organisational development and financial
support. The home and community based HIV/AIDS
care and support has children as its focus.
As a lead partner to Alliance India, VMM has initiated
since March 2006, a 13-month project on
community-driven approaches to address the
feminisation of HIV/AIDS. The project is being
executed by the implementing partners in five
districts: Visakhapatnam (Green Vision), Krishna
(VMM), Guntur (AIRTDS), Prakasam (Mahila
Mandali and Shadows).
The sexual and reproductive health (SRH) and HIV/
AIDS integration programme has been successful
in creating demand for information, services among
women, their families and their communities
(including healthcare providers), resulting in

reduced stigma and discrimination and contributing to a conducive
environment. At the community-level, the structures are developed to share
and learn in groups and realize the importance of group cohesion.
Sensitization of husbands, in-laws and parents has improved the urge
among families for good health. This has also brought about a change in
the attitude of various stakeholders in the family who now respect women
and are learning to value girl child. Reduced inhibitions among women has
increased the acceptance of condoms and improved negotiation skills with
the partners. Talking about sex and sexuality at least in the closed forums
of women’s group meetings became a possibility. VMM has promoted 200
women’s groups and capacitated 3984 women and men to improve the
quality of life of vulnerable women in rural and urban slums.

Process of the documentation
“Women’s Voices” is a compilation of agonizing experiences of women
living with HIV/AIDS and other vulnerable women and the various innovative
approaches being developed and adapted by VMM and its network of NGOs.
The stories in the document have been narrated by the women themselves
and in their own forms of expression without any prescribed structure. The
staff from the implementing NGOs, who have expertise in working with
women, were provided with technical support by VMM to initiate the process,
in addition to providing guidelines on how to involve women in documenting
their stories in their own words. Consent from these women has been taken
for recording their voices and for sharing their stories with wider audience.
In four districts in which SRH and HIV/AIDS integration programme is being

implemented, the NGO staff identified a few women involved in the
programme activities who took the lead and motivated other women in
their community to be part of the process. The women were provided with
tape-recorders to record their stories in their mother tongue — Telugu, and
with support from local consultants, transcribed and translated the collected
stories into English without changing the content.
This process has been proved to be a therapeutic exercise for the women
involved. All of them have explained how much it has helped them reduce
their stress, regain their confidence and, most importantly, for the first time,
given them the courage to tell their stories to the world.
The stories carried in this publication may be freely reproduced, published
or otherwise used for non-profit purposes without any permission from
Vasavya Mahila Mandali. However, VMM may be cited as the source of the
information. But owing to the organization’s HIV/AIDS policy, the pictures
in this document cannot be reproduced.
Names in the case studies have been changed to protect identities. The
pictures in each case story are not related to that particular story.
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STIGMA AND DISCRIMINATION

Neglected him
I am 30-year-old Deevena from Kandika slum in Vijayawada (Andhra
Pradesh). I went to school only up to tenth class. My parents, however,
agreed to teach me tailoring and got me married after that. Since I was
married at young age, I had no idea about how to keep the marital bliss.
Though inadvertently, but I neglected my husband, as I kept myself
engrossed in nurturing the children. It is probably due to this reason that
my husband went for multi-partner sex so he was affected with AIDS.
Children and myself were tested for HIV, and revealed HIV negative after
tests It has been seven years since he tested positive. Initially, he did not
tell me about the ailment. He took me out one day and said that we must
die together. I was both shocked and puzzled; later, I learnt about it. My
parents advised me to leave him, as they were worried about my future.
Although I moved into their house, yet I could not continue there for more
than two months and returned to my husband. My husband, meanwhile,
realised his responsibility. He was now eager to take up a job to support
his family. He is currently working in an ART centre. The volunteers from
Vasavya Mahila Mandali helped us a great deal. I now spread information
on HIV/AIDS and its prevention in the community. I advise everyone to
use condoms for safe sex. We are also using it.

My parents are also impressed by my change of mind. They are surprised
manner in which I have turned a new leaf. The psychosocial support
provided by VMM has led to the acceptance of the situation and developed
coping mechanism to face the life situation. It all has made me bold and
self confident to lead the remaining life with more hope and joy. I and many
other women like me, as a group, have been now conducting a plethora of
meetings such as the magnetic theatres, nutrition camps, health forums,
support group meetings, mother-in-law meetings and regular meetings to
bring a change in the society.

In the meantime, I also started studying again and became an
undergraduate. I started empathising with my husband and began to
understand his problems after I joined the SRH/HIV programme of VMM/
Alliance. I realised how much I hurt him when I prevented him from feeding
his own children from his plate.
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Served food in separate plates
I am Lakshmi (31), a native of Chirala in Prakasam district in Andhra
Pradesh. Ours was a happy family. My mother used to sell milk to
supplement family income. Since childhood, I was interested in tailoring
and I wanted to become a teacher. We were four friends and all of us
wanted to be lecturers.
But I was married off at 13 against my wish. I was ignorant and there was
no compatibility between my husband and me. He used to torture me with
cigarette buds. When I first became pregnant, I was only 15. A medical
examination revealed that I was HIV positive. I cried bitterly and wanted to
commit suicide.
My condition deteriorated in my in-laws’ house after members in the family
came to know about my HIV positive status. I was treated like an
untouchable and given a separate plate and glass to eat and drink; food
was thrown from a distance to me.
My parents brought me home and I was admitted in the government
hospital, as no private hospital was willing to treat me. I delivered a baby
girl who tested negative.
My husband now lives with another woman, while I live separately with my
daughter. The volunteers of the Mahila Mandali (iNGO of VMM) came to
me and encouraged me to attend their support group meetings. I soon
became a volunteer for the NGO.
I have this strange feeling when I throw a glance at my life. I have
experienced deep loss and pain, all before I turned 18. I only pray to God
that nobody should undergo the trauma I experienced through. I want to
live for my daughter now. Even the young one is not spared of the
humiliation. When I return from office, I feel sad to find her alone, as nobody
plays with her. My sister-in-law also does not allow her children to play
with my daughter. My brother is also HIV positive and my mother and
other family members are shattered.
I want people to be careful and more planned. I always worry about my
daughter, as I am not sure how she will handle life after I am gone. But
constant counselling sessions have made me bold enough to face life and
I want to set myself as an example for others.
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Stayed with My Husband
My husband was hale and hearty when I left for my parent’s house in the
fifth month of my pregnancy. When I returned, he told me that he had
committed a mistake. I immediately asked him to get his blood tested. He
agreed to it and said that the results of the medical test would be known in
a month. As a precaution, we started using condoms.
After a month, it came to light that he was HIV positive. My initial response
was of shock. Volunteers from Shadows (an implementing NGO of VMM)
came to us and gave us medicines. Despite advise from others to move to
my parents’ house, I chose to stay with my husband. I was scared that if I
would go to my parents’ house, my husband would be away from care and
attention. I cooked nutritious food for him. We attended support group
meetings every month and used medicines regularly. The members of
support group gave us solace from time to time. We both worked as farm
labourers.
I have now made it my duty to make everyone aware of STI and HIV/
AIDS, and that it can be prevented by use of condoms. My husband would
have left this world had I left him alone. My sincere advice to everyone is
that if you are negative and your husband is positive, don’t leave him alone.
Take care of him and he will live healthier and longer.
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Be courageous and Lead a Normal Life
I am Naga (36), a native of Kattevaram village in Tenali rural Mandal of
Guntur district. I was married at the age of 12 and the most important
decision of my life was taken without my consent. Within a year, I gave
birth to a baby girl, and soon, birth of another daughter and son followed.
My husband was an electrician by profession and indulged in all kinds of
vices. He did not give me money to run the house.

I am constantly worried about the future of my second daughter. But the
meetings pep up my mood. I take medicines regularly and good nutritious
food.
My appeal to everyone is that one should not feel depressed if he or she is
a positive. Be courageous and lead a normal life. Remember, your children
will be orphans if they lose both parents.

After a few days, he fell ill and tested HIV positive. My in-laws did not
bother about our welfare. The neighbours advised me to take my children
to my parents’ house. But I decided to stay back with my husband. At 30,
I also tested positive. Our condition was pathetic and we went to everybody
for help and medicine.
I started working as a farm labourer to run the house and earned INR 7080 a day. There was no off-season for me since I managed to get work for
almost the entire year. However, my husband did not stop drinking or
smoking. He worked only for 10-12 days in a month and earned INR 5000
a month. Of that, he spent more than INR 3000 on drinking and smoking.
He would go to Tenali town, which was a kilometer away from the village,
and return home in the evening in a drunken state.
After a few months, my husband died. Neighbours advised me to go to my
parents but I was determined to work hard and bring up my children on my
own. My eldest daughter, who was studying intermediate, eloped with a
boy. I tried to trace her in Hyderabad with the help of a relative, but in vain.
Even while living with my in-laws, I developed a relationship with one of
my relatives. He supported me in the upbringing of my second daughter.
He accompanied me whenever I had to go outside the village or a nearby
town.
I regularly attended women’s support group meetings and came to know
more about HIV/AIDS. The meetings helped me forget all my woes.
My second daughter is now studying in intermediate and I want her to
study well. I have shared everything with my daughter like a friend. We
often weep together when memories of our good old days with my elder
daughter come across us.
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Child marriage
I am Kumari (25) from Kobbarithota, slum in Visakhapatnam (Andhra
Pradesh), and was married off at the tender age of 12. My husband died of
AIDS last year leaving me behind to take care of our two children, a boy
and a girl.
Initially, I was told that he was suffering from a chest pain and my in-laws
spent INR 30,000 for his operation. But he soon died, and it was due to
AIDS, they said. My immediate reaction was to undergo a test, which
confirmed my worst fears. I was also HIV positive. I wanted to end my life
but the thought of my children forced me to withdraw the decision and
move on. The NGO (Implementing NGO to VMM) came to my rescue and
gave me INR 2000. It helped me to tide over my immediate problems.
Earlier, my brother had also died of HIV. Social stigma prevented both, my
brother and my husband, from sharing their pain with others. Since I was
wary of the drastic consequences, I made it a point to tell everyone about
my HIV status. Now, people in the village have begun to understand my
problems. I want other people living with HIV/AIDS also to come out openly
about their situation and circumstances.
I recently accompanied one of my friends to the hospital and learnt that
she was also HIV positive. But she is afraid of revealing it to her husband,
as she feels that he might suspect her character. I tried to discuss the
subject with him and insisted that he also undergo a blood test, but he
refused to do so.
I am now trying to contribute my mite by educating girls against early
marriage.
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Satisfy the husband
I am 26-year-old Eswari from Chirala (Andhra Pradesh). Being the only
girl child, born between two brothers, I was the apple of everyone’s eyes.
My father did not believe in education of girls, as he thought that mere
cooking skills were enough for a girl to lead a happy life with her spouse.
At 13, I was married off and become pregnant almost immediately, became
a mother of a baby boy. In the third year of my marriage, a daughter was
born and it was at this point that my husband tested HIV positive. My
parents were shattered and found it hard to believe the fate of their only
daughter.
I also tested HIV positive. The medical examination proved that the virus
had hit my son also while it had spared my daughter. The news was a big
blow and I cried inconsolably.
Counselling by volunteers of the NGO (Implementing NGO to VMM) and
their firm assurance to me that I could live longer by exercising all
precautions made me bold enough to face life ahead. I am on medicines
now.
I feel women should be shrewd enough to know the needs of their men
and fulfill them. Even after childbirth try to balance the care for children
and sparing time for husband to satisfy him sexually. People should use
condoms. Women should educate their men on this subject. Nobody
should suffer like me.
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Experienced in Early Marriage
My name is Padma. I am 35 and I hail from Chirala. My father and mother
died when I was a child and my grandmother, who raised me and celebrated
married at the age of 16. I became a mother of three girls.
I had a strong yearning to go to school in my childhood. But since I could
not do so for want of financial support, I wanted my children to study well
and come up in life. However, due to financial constraints, I could not send
my eldest daughter to school, but the remaining two go to school.
The reason for my shifting to Chirala, along with my three daughters was
my husband’s illicit relationship with another woman. We managed to buy
a house in the weavers’ colony. My eldest daughter learnt the art of weaving,
and now, she works on a handloom.
We got our eldest daughter married at an early age of 14 due to ignorance.
As a result, she had three consecutive miscarriages. Her in-laws held us
responsible for the miscarriages. She finally gave birth to a baby boy.
We initially had plans to get our second daughter also married. But based
on the advice of the NGO members, we gave up the decision keeping in
view her health and more importantly, because we were told that such a
marriage would be illegal. Whenever, we have an issue to solve, we turn to
the NGO for a solution now.
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Attempted suicide
I am Rani and I have experienced 28 traumatic years of life. Back home at
Yadla Lingaiah Colony in Tenali town (Andhra Pradesh), I dropped out of
school at a very young age and started working as a farm labourer. When
I was 12, I went to Hyderabad to work in a hostel where I came across a
boy of my age. He wanted to marry me. After the usual enquiries about his
conduct, my parents got us married when I was 14. But the marital bliss
lasted for only a few days, as he started suspecting my fidelity. I became
pregnant and gave birth to a baby boy. My mother-in-law did not like me
and so, she encouraged my husband to beat me. Unable to bear the
harassment, I returned to my parents, leaving my son at in-law’s house
and with their support, filed a case in the court. But I lost the case.

I had my blood tested, and fortunately, discovered that I was safe. Now, I
am in the third month of pregnancy. I attend women’s group meetings at
the community hall and learnt new things. Considering my past, I thought I
would have contracted HIV by now. My husband also takes good care of
me and never allows me to work.
I have seen many up and downs in life. Many a time, I was vexed with life
and even wanted to commit suicide. But now I am in a position to fight the
odds to lead a happy life.

Even at my parents’ home, I did not find peace, as my father and three
brothers would often beat me suspecting my character. My mother and I
started living separately in a small hut. Meanwhile, I pleaded with my inlaws to return my son to me but they did not heed my plea. After a few
months, my mother fell ill and had to be hospitalised. I stayed alone with
her in the hospital and nursed her, but could not save her.
Not knowing where to go, I decided to shift to Vijayawada and stay with my
aunt. But she was reluctant to accommodate me. Then I headed to Guntur
where a woman befriended me and asked me to live with a physically
challenged man. I agreed for it but realised my mistake soon, when he
started thrashing me for no reason.
I left him and started living on a railway platform. I met a person here with
whom I started living. One day, inadvertently though, I blurted out that I had
savings to the tune of INR 10,000 in my bank account. This was enough for
him to harass me for that money. I started drawing small amounts whenever
he would demand money from me. We were happy as long as I brought
home the money. One fine day, he brought home another woman and said
that, henceforth, she would also live with us.
When all my money was over, he threw me out. I shifted to Tenali where
destiny brought me closer to another man. We are living together now. He
told me that he was already married and had a wife and two children and
that he may have to visit them frequently. I nodded silently since I had no
other choice.
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Positives too are humans
I am Maria, a 24-year-old girl, native of Kolakaluru village in Guntur district
(Andhra Pradesh). My mother died when I was only a few days old. My
father brought me up. Two of my elder sisters also lived with us. While my
eldest sister was a widow, the other one had returned to us after parting
ways with her husband. I studied up to 6th class in the village school and
was made to drop out after attaining puberty age. I also had three brothers
and all of them were married by the time I attained puberty. As was the
practice in the village, I was married off at the age of 14.
I became a member of a joint family, consisting of 5 members, husband,
his parents and married brother. My in-laws worked as daily wage earners
in the farm. My husband, however, never asked me to work in the farm
and my mother-in-law was not really happy about it. She would often taunt
him for it and use foul language against me. She went to the extent of
alleging that I had an illicit relationship with my husband’s brother. I was so
enraged and desperate to avenge the charge made against me, that I
actually developed an illicit relationship with him (husband’s brother). The
affair continued until one day, when we were seen engaging in sexual
activity. Following a fierce fight with his wife, who beat me up, I was asked
to leave the house. I returned to my parents’ house.
Back home at the village, I came across a boy and developed a relationship
with him, incurring the wrath of my brothers. I soon realised that I was
pregnant. However, I gave birth to a stillborn baby. I became weak and
was shifted to the government hospital for treatment, in process of treatment
I was tested HIV positive after I recovered, I was brought back home.
My husband returned to me, as he loved me a lot. We started living together
once again. He took good care of me but my arrogance never allowed me
to treat him well. I would chide him for no fault of his. I was haughty and
overconfident that under any circumstances my three brothers would take
good care of me.

Later, my husband fell ill. He underwent a blood test and told me that he
would never go for any more clinical tests. He, however, did not tell me
anything about the cause of his ailment. His condition began to deteriorate,
and soon he went into depression. His food intake reduced drastically. One
of my uncle told me that my husband would not live longer and that I must
take good care of his health. My parents asked me to leave the house with
my husband. I started working as a farm labourer and earned INR 100 a
day. My in-laws did not help us in any way. My two sisters-in-law also washed
their hands off by giving us 10 kilos of rice each and INR 50. Despite all
efforts to save him, my husband died.
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My financial condition deteriorated after his death. To add to my woes, my
mother-in-law came to me seeking help but my condition was equally
bad. Nine months after my husband’s death, my mother-in-law also died.
I was denied to share my property. However, when my marital house was
sold, I was given INR 2,000. I once again had to return to my brothers’
house.
My husband’s brother started visiting me and this was not accepted by my
brother. They asked me to leave the house and went away along with my
husband’s brother. After some days, I was forced to return to my brothers’
house where I was made to sleep outside even at times when it rained.
Nobody bothered to take me to the hospital.
However, with the help of the volunteers of AIRTDS (an implementing
partner of VMM-Alliance India), I got myself admitted in Swadhar home, a
shelter where women in distress are given immediate aid in the form of
food, shelter and counselling. This home is located in Tenali town of Guntur
district, now I am on regular medication and attend women’s group
meetings frequently in Kolakaluru village.
The Swadhar home management has agreed to allow my participation in
the community group meetings besides extending me the opportunity to
work as a maid servant in a home for INR 600 a month. Today, I feel proud
to say that I can take independent decision about spending my money. I
have also opened a savings account in the post office and I manage to
save INR 300 a month after spending INR 300 a month on my self.
I truly repent for my mistakes and have decided not to repeat the same in
future. My message to others is that if you come across women with an
HIV positive status, love them and care for them. Don’t avoid them or
throw them out. After all, they are also humans.
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My face without a ‘Bindi’
I am Padmavathi (25) and I live in Yadla Lingaiah colony near Tenali (Andhra
Pradesh). I got married off when I was in intermediate and a sum of INR
100,000 was paid towards dowry. I began a new life in a joint family
comprising of five sons and daughters-in-law. My mother-in-law treated
everyone with love and affection. I gave birth to a baby girl.
During my second pregnancy, my husband fell ill and he was tested HIV
positive. The tests revealed that I was also positive. I was forced to carry
the child in my womb till the eleventh month, as the doctors refused to
conduct the delivery. We finally, managed to find a doctor who agreed to
conduct the delivery by charging INR 30,000. A baby boy was born, but he
died after three months.

His health deteriorated and he was depressed. One day when I returned
from my work, I did not find him at home. I searched for him all over the
place and waited for him to return. The wait lasted for a year. I finally realised
that he would not have stayed away from me and my children had been
alive by now. He would often tell me that he could not imagine my face
without a ‘bindi’. Probably that was the reason why he left the house before
his death.
I then came across a person who was a mechanic by profession. I told
about my HIV status but he insisted to have a relationship with him. However,
he never contributed any money for the house and spent all his earnings
for pleasure. I wonder sometimes if I committed a mistake yet again
After joining the NGO, I become very bold and I am able to tell people not
to lose hope.

My parents told me to leave my husband, as he would die soon. But I did
not agree. I told them that I was also positive and my husband was a very
good person. My in-laws told us to leave the house and we found a rented
house. The community volunteers provide us counselling, which helped us
to a great extent in dealing with the crisis. They also gave us medicines.
My husband worked as a daily-wage labourer and earned INR 1500 a
month, which was far from adequate. Then, I was shocked to know that my
husband had accepted INR 15,000 from a person who wanted to have sex
with me. A quarrel ensued between him and my husband on above said
agreement, and I did not know what to do. On the advice of a woman in the
neighbourhood, I lodged a police complaint but appealed to the police not
to harm my husband, as he was ill.
Later, Community volunteers approached me and encouraged me to work
as a outreach worker as I am having good communication skill as well as
low economic family situation. I accepted the proposal and started working
as an outreach worker at the NGO. My husband used to bring woman in
my absence. But I was tolerating his behaviour because I loved him very
much. Gradually he became weak.
With the help of the NGO, I took him to Hyderabad for CD4 test and got
him ART drugs. While on my way to bring medicines for him, I fell into a
water tank and sustained injuries. But that did not stop me from standing in
a queue to buy the drugs. When I came home, my husband sold the drugs
to buy liquor.
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Married at Eleven
My name is Ganga (22 years). My father died when I was only 8. We are
five siblings - three brothers and two sisters. I have been working as a
maidservant since my childhood. At the age of 11, I got married to a 35year old man. He was a drunkard and had multiple relationships with women.
I had to adjust with him until one day, when a woman barged into my house
and accused me of taking away her husband from her. Then I divorced
him.
After some time I married another man. He kept me in dark about the fact
that he was also already married and had three children. After some days,
he brought home his first wife and her children and they started living with
us. But he never gave a single rupee to us.

I learnt tailoring at VMM and with VMM facilitation, Lions Club has provided
me a sewing machine through which I earn INR 1500 per month. I am
motivated with nutrition food demonstration and observed that there was
lack of availability of Ragi powder in our area shops hence I started a tiny
income generating unit, gets an additional income of INR 500 a month.
Many of the support group members purchase the ragi powder from me as
it is easily accessible within the community otherwise they have to go to 56 kilometres and also uncertainty of the stocks.
Now we are 10 members in ‘Sneha’ support group and we help each other.
I try to attend for all the group meetings and I write minutes of the meeting
too. There are a few literate women in our groups, so we all maintain group
registers in turns. As I have exposure for nursing, I keep IV fluids (Saline)
for the needy PLHA in our community and they pay for me INR 10-20 for
each bottle of saline.

In seven years of my marriage with him, I gave birth to three daughters.
Meanwhile, my husband committed suicide by jumping into a canal after
he came to know that he was HIV positive. I was pregnant then. The baby
girl that was born died after a few months of her birth.
My mother worked as an ayah (baby-sitter) in a hospital. I started going to
the hospital with her to learn the nature of work. Meanwhile, I came across
a person who proposed to me; we got married. But soon I discovered that
I was HIV positive.
I was counselled by the NGO (VMM) volunteers and was given medicines
for frequent diarrhoea. I eventually broke the news to my partner. He felt
terribly sad for me and cried badly. Ever since then, he has been taking
care of me like a small child.
It is unfortunate that despite so much being done to remove misconceptions
about HIV/AIDS, people afflicted by the virus are still looked down upon. I
was forced to vacate the house twice only because of my positive status.
I am blessed with two daughters 9 and 7 years doing third and second
standard. Now I am living with a partner aged 50. As I am positive I practice
safe sex by using condoms fro each intercourse.
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Craved for a baby boy
I am Swapna (29) from Tenali (Andhra Pradesh). My father died when I
was very young. We were two sisters and my mother worked hard to bring
us up. I got married at the age of 16. I was blessed with a girl child but I
was disappointed because I longed for a boy.
A couple of years later, volunteers of the NGO visited our village near
Tenali and organised a meeting. I learnt so many issues related to HIV/
AIDS, STI etc. in the meeting. They said if anyone was interested in learning
more about HIV/AIDS or any other health-related issue, they were free to
visit the NGO office at Tenali (AIRTDS, an implementing partner of VMMAlliance India.) I went there during the third month of my pregnancy. A
session on X and Y-chromosomes served as an eye-opener for me and
began to tell everyone that none of the wives is responsible for the sex of
the child.
Subsequently, I underwent a blood test in the fifth month of pregnancy and
I tested HIV negative. I was soon blessed with another daughter but nobody
felt bad about it. We welcomed the new guest in our family with open arms
and warm smiles.
I was, however, not aware that the Government was paying INR 1000 if
the baby was delivered in a Government hospital. I did not get the money
but I was paid INR 500 when I underwent tubectomy operation.
I was told to eat nutritious food and maintain personal hygiene after the
delivery. The taboo on HIV/AIDS had gone and discussed freely at home
about different aspects of the ailment, all thanks to the enlightenment by
the NGO.
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HIV TREATMENT

My mother refused to touch me
I am Syamala from Kandrika, a slum habitation in Vijayawada city of Andhra
Pradesh. We were four sisters and our father was an alcoholic. I was
afraid of school since childhood. My mother would send me to school and
I would play around and return home after school hours. The practice
continued until one fine day someone informed my mother about how I
had been bunking school. My mother became angry and gave me severe
thrashing. Ever since then, I stayed home.
I started working as a maidservant and was married off at the age of 13,
even before my elder sister, as my husband approached my mother and
offered to marry me without dowry. Within a year of marriage, I delivered
a baby girl; my husband started drinking a lot. He used to beat me and I
had return to my parents. But my husband knew how to arm-twist me. He
would offer a couple of drinks to my father and he, in turn, sent me back
with him. Subsequently, I became a mother of four.

However, of late, I have begun to feel very weak. A CD4 test showed that
the count came down to 180. Despite taking medicines, the count further
came down to 141. After being put on ART treatment, I started gaining
weight. My son is also undergoing ART treatment. He is now eight-yearsold.
The NGO (Vasavya Mahila Mandali) was helping us in every possible
way. They helped our children to study. In a demonstration of emotional
support, the doctor took my both hands into her own and held them tight
in an affectionate gesture. I was overwhelmed and was reminded of the
fact that even my own mother had refused to touch me ever since I tested
positive. My daughter was recently taken to the USA and to the birthday
celebrations of a famous cinema hero Chiranjeevi. We are very happy
now. I want my daughter to study well.

We managed to buy a house. But my parents-in-law, who came from
Hyderabad, wanted us to sell the house and join them in Hyderabad.
Despite my fervent pleas my husband did not listen to me and we all
shifted to Hyderabad. But soon my in-laws began to harass me and we
were forced to return to Vijayawada.
Later, I bleed heavily and thus had myself tested. I was found to be HIV
positive. We both wanted to die. Everyone hated us and even my mother
used separate plates for us. The medical doctor, who treated us, instilled
confidence in us through counselling. I was once again pregnant and
delivered a baby boy. We were all taking medicines.
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Do not come to us
I am Naga, a resident of Rajiv Nagar in Vijayawada (Andhra Pradesh). At
19, I was married to a lorry driver. Soon, we were blessed with a baby girl.
I returned to my in-laws’ when the baby was three-months-old. I was told
that in my absence, my husband had fallen ill.
Meanwhile, I became pregnant again and this time around, I delivered a
baby boy. When the baby completed seven months, I returned to my inlaws’ house. My husband continued to be ill but refused to visit the doctor.
My uncle ultimately took him to a doctor and he was confirmed as HIV
positive. He pleaded innocence and asked me not to tell anyone about his
HIV status.
Subsequent medical tests for myself and my son revealed that both of us
were also HIV positive. However, we could maintain it as a secret only till
the death of my husband. Volunteers from the Vasavya Mahila Mandali
helped us and we started using medicines regularly.
Earlier, when the volunteers had come to our house, they had been sent
back by my mother-in-law who told them that there was nobody ill in the
house. They visited us again after my husband’s death and started helping
us with many things.
Contrary to my constant fear of my son’s death, I saw him growing hale
and hearty as he was on ART and thanks to the help by VMM. He is now 7years-old.
After attending the support group meeting I learnt that there were many
people like us. These meetings are very useful and they teach us many
things about hygiene, nutrition and other important issues.
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PEER EDUCATION

Frightened to talk to HIV positives
“I am Begum (32) from ‘A’ block of Vombay colony, relocated slum in
Vijayawada (Andhra Pradesh). My husband is a tailor by occupation and
we are blessed with two children- one daughter (14) in 9th class and son
(12) in 7th class. I learnt tailoring at training centre. My husband is a manual
labour and earns INR 50 a day. But we want our children to be well educated
and do better in life. When I started going to the meetings at VMM office,
I have learnt many things. Recently, I participated in a quiz competition
conducted by VMM on HIV/AIDS/SRH and other health related topics. We
all enjoyed and learned a lot through playing and having fun.
I became a peer educator as I was interested in the community programmes
and impressed with the VMM community meetings. I was provided with a
peer kit containing books on mother and girl’s health. This is a very useful
kit. After carefully reading the contents, I am eager to prepare nutritious
food. I go around telling pregnant women to undergo HIV test and advise
them to maintain at least a three-year gap between two children.
Earlier, I was not aware of family planning methods. But after joining the
support group, I have learnt about them. I also tell everyone about personal
hygiene. Cooking delicious food for my family is something that I like the
most.
Due to my ignorance, I used to think that people get HIV only through sex.
But now I take care to buy syringes whenever I take my children to hospital.
In the past, we were afraid to even talk to a HIV positive, not any more.
Now I confidently tell everybody that HIV positives should not be
discriminated.”
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Active Health Volunteer
I am 25-years-old Suja. I hail from Kolakaluru village of Tenali Mandal in
Guntur district (Andhra Pradesh). I am the only girl child in our family. My
father was a farm labourer and was illiterate, as he never got an opportunity
to go to school. But he knew the importance of education and so made
sure that I went to school. I was fortunate to be allowed to continue my
studies even after puberty. I grew up at Repalli village where there is
education facility only up to 10th class. However, I failed in the tenth class
examination and unable to digest the fact of my failure, my father died. I
studied hard and passed the examination later.
I could not study further, as my mother got me married at the age of 15.
My husband was also tenth-pass and occasionally went for agricultural
labour. After marriage, I shifted to my husband’s village, Kolakaluru, and
became a member of the joint family, which included 6 adults and 3
children. We all shared one kitchen and lived under one roof.
I became pregnant almost immediately after marriage. My husband started
beating me and it became a regular experience. My mother-in-law also
harassed me. Within three months of delivering a baby boy, I was pregnant
again. I gave birth to a baby girl this time even as my husband continued
drinking-spree. At 25, I was already a mother of two children, 9 and 8
years. The children studies in class 2nd and 3rd in the Government school.
Like most men my husband was also not willing to undergo family planning
operation forcing me to opt for tubectomy.
My husband was a vagabond and a spendthrift. He earned INR 500 a
week but spent most of the money on his clothes and his own fancies. He
would go to the village centre and chitchat with the youngsters. He
mediated and supplied condoms if any of them wanted to have a nice
time with girls. My in-laws also never warned him.
My parents-in-law inspite of their old age, went to work in fields to earn a
living. As the meager earnings were far from adequate, I also started
going for agriculture work to share the family burden.
Impressed by the thrift and credit programmes of women in the village, I
joined in a DWCRA (Development of Women and Children in Rural Areas)
group over three years back. Since I was the only educated woman in the
locality, I was given the task of documenting all the meeting reports of
DWCRA groups and also the bank transactions.
The volunteers from the AIRTDS (an implementing NGO of VMM-Alliance
India) invited us to the meetings, and as an active member of DWCRA
group. I participated in the women’s group meetings and for the first time,

heard about the precautions to be taken by women during and after
pregnancy. I was not aware of such things before. I was motivated to join
as a volunteer. Now I am also going to villages to educate many more
women about the precautions to be taken during pregnancy and also
personal and menstrual hygiene. The honorarium of INR 1500 paid to me
as a community volunteer has been helpful to me in meeting my family’s
basic needs at the time of crisis.
As my husband suffered from diarrhea for more than a month and became
weak, we visited the doctor and on his advice we both went for HIV test and
it was revealed that both my husband and myself were HIV negative. He
has promised that he would never commit any more mistakes by having
extra marital relations in future.
So far, I have encouraged over 60 women to opt for HIV blood test in a
span of one year and I am happy that my tenth class education is being
useful to others also. I take pregnant women to the government hospital for
blood test and if necessary, to take medicines. I also promote use of condoms
for safe sex.
The regular sensitisation meetings with my in-laws and husband have
brought about a change in the attitude of my mother-in-law. She now cares
for me a lot. My husband also does not beat me often . I am hopeful that I
can bring about a change in my husband and make him a more responsible
person.
Impressed by my active involvement as a community volunteer in the sexual
and reproductive health (SRH) programme (undertaken by VMM-Alliance
India), the Government has selected me as a Health Volunteer. Now, I work
for the Department of Health and Family Welfare, Government of Andhra
Pradesh. My job is to promote institutional deliveries to reduce infant mortality
rate. INR 400 a month is being given as incentive for promotion of the
services. That will be an additional income for me. After a two-month training,
my services will be regularized. I am confident now that I can educate my
children and earn respect in my family and community.
I am thankful to the SRH programme mainly for two reasons - primarily
because I have gained knowledge and become an ambassador. Secondly,
the knowledge I have gained has helped me to earn my livelihood, besides
spreading the message of health among women and motivate them from
their ignorance.
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Now I am a Confident woman
I am Ramana (31) from the suburbs of Vijayawada (Andhra Pradesh). My mother died when I was 11 and was married off when I was hardly 13 years of
age. My father married again just before my marriage.
Four years after my marriage, I gave birth to a baby girl followed by two sons. My husband was a lorry driver and he fell ill after returning from a long trip
to Kolkata (West Bengal). The illness continued and we spent thousands of rupees on his treatment. The doctors took a long time to tell us that he was
HIV positive. Soon, he died. Then my daughter was in class ten and I had no source of income. I started working as an agricultural labourer to maintain
the family. My two sons were studying in 7th and 6th class. I could not meet the basic needs of the family. So my daughter started working in a school to pay
the school fees for both my sons.
Meanwhile, I also was tested HIV positive. The
volunteers of VMM came to me, counseled my
family and me. They provide regular medicines
and take care of my fears through counseling.
They are now also taking care of my children’s
studies. Now I am a member of a support group.
I got my daughter married but preferred not to
reveal to her in-laws about my HIV positive
status. I was worried that it might affect her
married life. My son-in-law came to know about
it, however in no way his love for my daughter
diminished.
Today, I am working as a support group
volunteer and my son is a child volunteer in VMM
home and community based HIV/AIDS care and
support program. We are very happy now. To
earn an extra rupee, I sell sprouts for INR 10
per half kilo. Now I am confident that we can
live independently without anybody’s help.
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Promote Healthy life

Heaped in ignorance

I am Rekha 34. I spent my childhood in Kopalle village (Guntur district of
Andhra pradesh) where I enjoyed all the good things of a village life with
my friends. My mother left my father when I was 8 and never returned.
Three years later, my father got married again. At the age of 13, my
stepmother forced my father to organize my marriage with one of my
relatives in the same village.

I am Lalitha, 23, a resident of Vambay Colony (Andhra Pradesh). I came to
know about this NGO (Vasavya Mahila Mandali) only when its members
came to our colony to distribute mosquito nets at a subsidized rate. We
were re-located at this colony from the canal bunds as part of the Vijayawada
Municipal Corporation’s beautification drive. But the Vambay colony is a
breeding ground for mosquitoes.

My in-laws were nice but my husband was a very suspicious person. He
would thrash me every day for no reason. When I was unable to bear the
harassment, I returned to my parents’ home where my stepmother abused
me for returning home. She forced me to work as a daily-wage labourer.
She became pregnant and pressurised my father to get me married again
as my husband had already married another girl.

Heaped in ignorance, we were always under the impression that if we go to
the VMM office who works for HIV/AIDS people, we may get HIV just by
visiting the place. Sheer curiosity inspired me to attend one of the support
group meetings in which I learnt many new facets about HIV/AIDS.
Enlightened, I took many others to the meetings to help them come out of
their world of ignorance.

I was married once again and became pregnant. Exactly eight months
after my marriage, my husband died in a wall collapse. I was forced to
return to my father and made to work despite being pregnant. I delivered
a baby boy. Although my stepmother took care of my baby, she forced me
to do all the household chores.

We did not know how to cook nutritious food and wondered if the volunteers
were lying when they said that it could be prepared within a minimal budget.
We were taught how to cook nutritious food and were also given peer kits,
which taught us many other interesting things like menstrual hygiene,
negotiation skills for safe sex and low cost nutrition for the family. I loved to
share the new findings in the book with everybody around me.
Today, I am able to tell others about the banes of early marriage and boons
of personal hygiene. I have also learnt tailoring and I am now earning INR
1000 a month by teaching the tailoring skill to others.

Unable to take the harassment anymore, I started living separately and
made a living by working as a maid servant. The owner of the house
expressed his desire to have a relationship with me. He even bought a
house for INR 20,000. I started living with him; my son was by now 12years-old.
I saved nearly INR 20,000 and kept the amount in the safe custody of the
landlord. But after a quarrel with me, he refused to give me back my savings.
Now I left him and started staying with my son who completed 7th class.
Meanwhile, the Secretary of the village panchayat introduced me to the
community volunteers who offered me work. I started going to office and
learnt many things. Now I am working as a volunteer and assisting in
taking people to the hospital for HIV tests. I too have undergone the test
and have been found negative. Now I tell everyone about the key issues
like personal hygiene, STI and HIV/AIDS. Initially there was resistance
from women but later showed interest to learn about these issues, which
were of use for them and also their daughters .
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SUPPORT GROUPS

Frightened to come outside
My name is Kanaka 29 resides in Santhinagar, Vijayawada, Andhra Pradesh.
I was frightened to learn that my husband was HIV positive. Everybody
looked at us with disgust and we did not know how to face the problem.
One side, he was suffering from serious illness, and on the other hand,
insults were heaped on us. Later, he died.

The support groups extended their assistance whenever we needed it. We
have also learnt to help ourselves to a great extent. Now, unlike in the past,
everyone at home has started discussing the topic in open. People no more
look down upon the HIV positive people and are sympathetic to their cause.
The regular visits of the volunteers and their joining us for food has shattered
the myths surrounding the virus. People no longer hate us.

Due to ignorance, we did not know about HIV/AIDS. We were scared to
even step out of the house as we thought that those afflict by it were killed
by being administered a poisonous injection. Volunteers of the NGO
(Vasavya Mahila Mandali) tried to help us but we turned down their offer for
fear of being killed in the name of help.
Later, a woman known to me gave us the details of a support group and
informed that she was also one of the volunteers. She advised me to
undergo blood test. I realised that they were actually helping people.
I was tested positive. The volunteers gave me counselling and instilled in
me sufficient courage to face the problem. They said that I could live healthier
and longer if I took medicines regularly. After four years of my association
with the volunteers, I am a much confident and courageous person. I met
many others like me.
Meanwhile, my daughter fell in love with a boy and married him. I found
myself confronting a string of problems. My daughter’s marriage was on
the rocks. The volunteers helped us a lot. The boy was convinced that it
was contagious, both of them were tested positive and their marriage was
discorded
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Revealed HIV status to our children
I am Lakshmi (41) from Kandika, Vijayawada, Andhra Pradesh,
My husband is a lorry driver and we have two children – a daughter and a
son. My son had not been keeping well since his birth and tests revealed
that he was HIV positive. Later, it was found that HIV had affected my
husband and me also. My daughter is negative.
We were depressed and were taken to the Vasavya Mahila Mandali. The
doctor there consoled us and gave us medicines. But initially we thought it
was part of the doctors’ duty to convince their patients even if they actually
did not feel and understand the problem.
In the past, we would try to prevent the volunteers from visiting our house
for fear of disclosure of our positive status in the locality. But after attending
meetings, I became bold. Meanwhile, my son’s condition turned serious
and I thought of end to my daughter’s academic career. But the NGO
helped me in admitting her in a hostel and she managed to complete her
tenth class.

My daughter has undergone a health worker’s training and she is now
working as a health worker in pediatric AIDS project. The household income
has also increased after we underwent nutrition training. We bake and sell
nutritive cakes also.
Recently, for the birthday celebration of a Telugu film actor Chiranjeevi,
our daughter not just met him but spoke amidst in the public. She displayed
exemplary courage by telling the world that her parents are HIV positive.
My husband, somehow, did not like her act and he is terribly angry with us.
Despite several counselling sessions, he continues to nag us over the issue.
Now everyone knows that we are HIV positive but they don’t look down
upon us. But the thousand-mile walk has just begun. There is much more
to be achieved.

Earlier, the support group members would meet discreetly. But our doctor
told us that we must share everything with others in the family. We have
told our children about our HIV status and they understand every aspect
of the problem well. They help us with great care and affection whenever
we fall ill. The Children have also formed support groups to help elders in
the community in case of necessity. They are helping their parents also.
I started attending meetings as a positive speaker. Whenever I addressed
a meeting in colleges or other places, I was paid for it. Such kind of
speeches helps people living with HIV/AIDS in mustering their courage
and face life boldly. In the support group meetings, we were also given
training in preparation of nutritious food so that we could live a healthier
life. When my son died, nobody came forward to help except the support
group members.
My daughter went twice to the USA and once to New Delhi to exhibit her
Pictures. She was given training in photography. We are really very happy
now. We never imagined that we would ever get a chance to even see an
airport
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Was afraid of HIV
I am Appamma (24) from Kobbarithota of Visakhapatnam (Andhra Pradesh). My HIV positive status came to light after my husband succumbed to it. I
was in a helpless state and did not know where to go. Following counselling sessions by members of the Green Vision, a local NGO, I started taking
medicines regularly and this enabled me to lead a normal life.
Now my main purpose is to bring people to the NGO office and help them in educating themselves on various health aspects.
We have formed a support group with ten members and the number has now increased to twenty. We meet twice a month to know each other’s problems
and try to help in the best possible way.
Most importantly, I have learnt to lead a disciplined life after knowing what HIV is all about. Since I cannot go out and work, I opened a shop at home. I also
give counselling to the customers at my shop, many of them are lorry drivers. I give them condoms free of cost and take them to hospital if needed.
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Worry about future
I am 26-year-old Kalpana from Rajiv Nagar at Vijayawada, Andhra Pradesh.
I stopped going to school after my teacher beat me when I was in fifth
class. At 15, I was married off to a lorry driver. A couple of years later, I
was blessed with a baby boy. The next pregnancy followed almost
immediately.
In a bizarre incident, my baby died soon after two days of birth due to a
head injury, as I went to answer nature’s call, the baby in the womb came
out and sustained an injury in the head. I had started experiencing heavy
white discharge prompting a hysterectomy operation. I had to stay at my
mother’s place for over four months.
As part of his work, my husband used to make frequent visits to Kolkata.
He suddenly fell ill and became very weak. He went to the hospital but did
not tell me the cause of his weakness. After his condition worsened, he
had been shifted to a hospital where he was kept for a month. Meanwhile,
I also underwent a blood test and tested positive. However, my positive
status was not revealed to him, as he would worry about my future.
After a month, he was discharged. Volunteers of the NGO (Vasavya Mahila
Mandali) invited us to their office. After much persuasion, we went there
and discovered that there are many people like us. But in a few months,
my husband died.
A thought on suicide crossed my mind but the constant worry about my
son’s future held me back. After attending a few sessions of the meetings,
I could muster courage and felt the yearning to live. Now I have got an
opportunity to extend counselling to others and tell them to take medicines
and nutritious food without fail. It was heartening to see my son attending
the birthday celebrations of cinema hero Chiranjeevi. I was extremely happy
that day.
My plea to all pregnant women is that they must undergo HIV test. My inlaws are also surprised at the manner in which I have managed to muster
courage in the past few years. They now take good care of us.
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I kept in dark
I am Radhika (28) of Kandrika, a relocated slum in Vijayawada (Andhra
Pradesh). I got married three years ago and three months after marriage,
my husband fell ill. The medical tests revealed that he was HIV positive.
Subsequently, I also tested positive. After his death, I filed a case in the
court of law against my in-laws for keeping me in the dark by hiding about
his ailment at the time of our marriage. My in-laws paid back Rs. 25,000,
against a sum of INR 50,000 given to them in the form of dowry.
I returned to my parents’ house where everybody know about my positive
status. But they don’t discriminate against me. My two younger sisters got
married and the two younger brothers are yet to be married. I love to play
with my sisters’ children who, at times, remind me of the fact that I could
have had a child of my own.
I am a volunteer at VMM and a member of the support group. After joining
the organisation, I have come across many health-related issues like the
STI, cancer, breast cancer, personal hygiene and nutritious food. I take
medicines regularly and now I realised the importance of nutritious food.
I am gradually able to overcome the depression, which I felt at the time of
my husband’s death. I was shattered and wanted to die as well. Not any
more, because I want to live happily and help as many people as possible.
I want to show everyone that people living with HIV can also lead a happy
life. People affected by it should come out openly and share their views
with others. If you are in a group, you will never feel lonely. I attend meetings
regularly and every meeting gives me immense strength. I tell everyone
not to miss the meetings.
I also give counselling to young girls against pregnancy at an early age. I
advise their parents not to get their children married at an early age. Now
I am bold enough to tell others to face life courageously. Even if the support
groups are dismantled in future, I intend to continue my counselling
sessions.
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LEGAL SUPPORT

Execution of WILL
I am Lakshmi (38) a resident of Payakapuram (Vijayawada, Andhra
Pradesh). I am a graduate, born and brought up at Kottavanthena, a place
in Vijayawada. I had taken up a job to raise pocket money. In 1994 I got
married to a graduate taxi driver, and moved to in-laws house in Vijayawada
that is about 7-8, kilometers from parental, home. My younger brother was
born after my sister’s marriage, I was actually not interested in marriage
but agreed only to fulfill my mother’s desire, It was a joint family and after
one year, our first child, a daughter, was born. Trouble began when my
baby completed one year. My husband started drinking alcohol and often
beat me. Many times he left home and did not return for months at a
stretch.
I had a long association with people at VMM and they used to help in
solving my problems. Five years after my second daughter was born, my
husband tested positive. The news was both shocking and painful. Later,
he died. I was shattered and wondered why I was being punished for no
fault of mine.

My brother died of AIDS at a very young age mainly in the absence of
proper guidance and help. He did not receive emotional support from parents
or other siblings except me. He felt very lonely and depressed when he
died.
After being afflicted with HIV, I was bogged down by a string of setbacks. I
was asked to vacate the house where I was living in. Then I approached
VMM. With the free legal aid, the case was filed in the family court and
settled within a year. Hence I got a plot in Payakapuram where I sold 50%
of the site and constructed a two portion house and now living in my own
house, all thanks to the legal assistance provided by the NGO, which helped
me claim a share in my husband’s property. VMM facilitated me to execute
the WILL in the name of my daughters as part of planning for life.
HIV is like any other ailment. People try to create unnecessary scare about
it. An HIV positive person need not lose heart and think of drastic steps.
The one thing I want to stress upon is that nobody should run away from
the problem. Tell everyone and take his or her help to overcome the problem.

Counselling sessions with the community volunteers developed a positive
outlook towards life. Now my aim is to bring up my daughters well.
After attending support group meetings, I realised that my problem was
very small as compared to others. Now I tell others not to feel discouraged
and live life to its fullest. We have been given a peer kit that is very helpful.
It is very informative and we encourage our children also to read the books
in the kit provide knowledge on nutrition, PPTCT, counselling, confidentiality
and care giving to PLHA.
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No wedding proof
I am Jerusarani (35), a resident of Vambay Colony in Vijayawada city of
Andhra Pradesh. My husband, Chanti, worked as a daily wage-worker in a
shoe company at Autonagar. I have two children who study in class
8th and 7th.

Finally, I could not file a case for want of evidence. My sincere advice to all
the women is that they must have their marriages registered irrespective
of their caste and religion. Only someone like me can know the importance
of the legal document!

I was married to my maternal uncle when I was 22. For the initial 10
years, our marital life was a smooth journey. Problems began when my
husband, after developing an extra marital relationship with another woman,
married her. He completely neglected my children and me. Finally, he left
home without even giving a legal divorce.
I moved to my mother’s house on the canal bund near Greenlands. In
2004, the Municipal Corporation of Vijayawada replaced us from the canal
bund to Vambay Colony as part of its beautification plan. I opened a small
snacks and tea counter in our house to make a living, however the income
was not enough. So, I set up a coin box unit, which was also not
economically viable. Finally, I joined Agrigold (Pickle preparation company)
as a company agent and earned INR 1000 a month.
Later, I met some local political leaders seeking their help in claiming
maintenance from my husband. The leaders discussed the issue involving
my husband and me. He, however, agreed to stay with us for 10 days in a
month. He earned INR 5000 a month but didn’t spend anything on our
family. I admitted my daughter in residential school at Gannavaram due to
a change in the husband’s attitude
Now, I am actively involved in the women’s support group meetings
organised by VMM and have gained knowledge on STI and HIV/AIDS and
other women-related issues. I have also gained confidence in dealing with
many issues on my own. After attending a meeting on “legal rights education
programme” in the community, I met the NGO staff and asked them to
help me file a case in the court of law for maintenance. Based on the
advice of an advocate, I contacted the Mandal Legal Authority persons at
Vijayawada; they asked me to produce proof of my wedding such as
wedding photographs, residential address of my husband and wedding
card, as they were essential for filing a case. However, I neither could
produce the wedding proof nor find the current residential address of my
husband. As he got an idea of my plans of filing a case against him, he
began shifting his residence frequently.
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I am Padma (35), a resident of Chirala in Prakasam district of Andhra
Pradesh. In my childhood I stayed in Vetapalem. My parents died when I
was very young. The first four years of my marriage were the happiest
days of my life. My mother-in-law treated me very well because I was a
motherless child. However, my husband would often fall ill and suffer
intermittent spells of fever. I was four months pregnant when we shifted
from Bapatla to Chirala. Following the deterioration in my husband’s health,
we admitted him in a hospital where he was tested HIV positive.

importance of taking medicines regularly and thus ensuring a good health.
The ART drugs are available free of cost now. We are all helping each
other.
I also filed a case against my in-laws to claim a share in my husband’s
property. We also formed a thrift society and have commenced a communitybased organisation. The members can take loans from the society to set up
their own businesses from this thrift society on a nominal rate of interest,
otherwise to go for very higher rate of interest. One to the other member
stands as a guarantor for repayment of loan. Due to this thrift society, the
women are able to get loans

Gradually, he became very weak. On the advice of a few well wishers, we
brought Kerala medicine for him. He finally confessed about his risk
behaviour. In the next three months, his condition became worse and finally,
he passed away. In the meantime, I had to terminate my second pregnancy
on the doctor’s advice as I was tested Positive.

The news about me being an HIV positive had come as a severe blow, as I
thought that I would die in another three months. But I am alive and kicking
even after seven years! I want people to know that courage brings a lot of
hope, which ultimately heightens your desire to live. I have decided to help
the HIV-affected as long as I live.

Underwent abortion

After my husband’s death, not a single member of the family bothered to
take care of my children and me. My mother-in-law, had been very nice
with me in the initial years of my marriage, gradually got rid of my
responsibility by asking me to live separately. She would give me INR 500
a month, a sum that was far from adequate to meet the expenses of my
food and medicines.
I had, fortunately, learnt tailoring when my husband was alive and it came
handy to me for a livelihood. At a time when I was absolutely clueless
about my future, the volunteers from the NGO (SHADOWS), helped me
by offering me money whenever I used to counsel to the PLHAs. I was
absorbed as a volunteer in the care and support programme (undertaken
by VMM-Alliance India) after undergoing three-month training. I soon
graduated to the level of an outreach worker.
Later, I was put on ART treatment after my CD4 count came down to 130
due to which I felt weakness in my body. Then came a turn in my life. I was
informed that I was selected by the Vasavya Mahila Mandali to attend a
meeting in Uganda (Africa). I, along with another girl from Coimbatore
(Tamil Nadu), participated in the meeting, where I met over 1,000 PLHA
from different parts of the world. The meeting completely changed my
outlook and encouraged me to educate others about the misconceptions
attached with HIV/AIDS. Now, as an outreach worker, I instill in people the
WOMEN’S VOICES

33

COMMUNITY SUPPORT

Did not listen to me
I am Bujji (43) from Kandrika, a slum habitation in Vijayawada (Andhra
Pradesh). I did not go to school due to poverty. Since childhood, I have
been working to support my family by vending vegetable.
I was married at the age of 16 and my husband was a daily labourer and
in the evening, he would return home drunk. We tried to coax him into
giving up alcohol. But when he could not stop, we moved to my mother-inlaw’s house near Guntur. There, things turned from bad to worse when
my husband completely stopped working. After some time, we returned to
Vijayawada and the decision provided a temporary relief. He could keep
himself away from alcohol till my first daughter was born.
During my second pregnancy, I came to know that I was HIV positive.
Subsequent tests were conducted on my husband and he too tested HIV
positive. I was given medicines to protect the baby in the womb. After
delivery, I was suggested not to breast feed the baby. However, I was
forced to do so as I could not raise money to buy milk for her. At the time
the two neighbours helped me to buy milk for my daughter, by providing
one liter of milk per day for the infant. So my child is saved.
My eldest daughter is now five-years-old and goes to school. As a child, I
liked going to school but I could not. So, I want to educate my children. My
brother and sister also did not study and went to work. My mother also did
not go to school. She was married at a very young age too. In my family,
only my elder sister studied. I accompanied my father to work. I had only
two pairs of clothes, as my father could not afford anything beyond that.

My husband started drinking again and would seldom return home.
Meanwhile, my brother was diagnosed HIV positive but his wife refused to
believe us. She believed it only when she became pregnant. After delivery,
she is taking medicines to protect the baby boy from infection. My brother’s
wife left for her mother’s house with two children when he lost his sight.
She returned only after his death. She now lives with her mother and both
her children, fortunately, have tested negative.
My husband had left me and shifted to his mother’s house when I tested
positive. But he returned to me when he was discriminated against in his
own house. Along with me, he started attending the support group meetings
and mustered courage to live. He, however, died after the birth of our second
daughter. He avoided having medicines regularly and eats nutritious food
even after being tested positive. I felt the desperation to end of my life but
thought of my children helped me, to move on. I have learnt many things in
the support group meetings like personal hygiene, low cost high calorie
nutrition food and legal rights for women.
Our neighbours also have stopped discriminating against us.
The NGO (Vasavya Mahila Mandali) gave me a sewing machine, which
helped me earn a living. I want to send my children to school and also have
this strong urge to see them getting married. But I am not sure if I would
live till then.
Parents should tell their daughters about personal hygiene and how to take
care of themselves during menstruation.

WOMEN’S VOICES

34

Spreading information
I am Kavita 48-years-old from kandrika (Andhra pradesh) and my husband
is a rickshaw-puller. I like attending meetings and want to learn new things.
I could not go to school because of financial problems. My parents did not
have even 25 paise to buy a slate for me.
Lack of education had made us ignorant. Earlier, when a volunteer of
Vasavya Mahila Mandali visited our place, we would shut the door on their
faces saying that ‘AIDS people’ had come to the village. It took some time
for us to understand that our fears were baseless. I have been trained by
Vasavya Mahila Mandali to educate people on the rapid spread of HIV and
preventive methods. I advise adolescent boys’ group not to go for temporary
pleasures and if at all they do, they must use condoms.
I keep aside a fistful of rice everyday and collect some from the neighbors
also. The collected rice is given to the HIV affected people languishing in
poverty. Earlier, only a few attended the meetings. But the numbers have
multiplied and women here learnt songs, dance, drama, street plays and
many other forms of propagating the banes of the disease
I feel enlightened and motivated. So much so that if I come across a
damaged water pipe, I make a phone call to the municipal corporation
officials demanding its immediate repair. If they do not respond I call them
repeatedly until the job is done. I share with others my little knowledge
while doing daily chores like washing clothes and collecting water from
public taps, as I firmly believe that the word of mouth is the most effective
means of publicity.
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PROGRAMME INNOVATIONS

Life skills to adolescents
Initially, it was observed that girls were married off at an early age (14
years or below 14). Parents were unaware of the fact that early marriage
could lead to deterioration of health and also sometimes resulting in
miscarriages or women becoming anemic. Irrespective of their marital
status, women and girls were formed a group called support group
(Community people came forward and formed a group to share their
problems and find the solution collectively, also they involve in several
activities to create awareness to the community, called support group).
The members of support groups get together once in a week and discuss
on several issues like the problems that they are facing, knowledge, attitude
and common practices on HIV/AIDS. A syllabus was designed basing
upon the feedback given by the members of support group during the
weekly meeting to improve their knowledge levels on various issues related
to HIV/AIDS, The ultimate aim of recording the voices of women was to
figure out the new knowledge on HIV/AIDS they have gained and level of
practice in their daily life.

The outreach workers enlightened the issues like menstruation and hygiene
to the adolescent girls. Girls expressed their views that they had not been
taking proper hygienic care during the menstruation period, which led to
health problems. They said they used a same piece of the sanitary cloth
for three to four days at a stretch, while some of them did not use the cloth
at all. In some cases, both daughter and mother (HIV positive)
simultaneously washed and used the same sanitary cloth. They did not

take bath during menstruation period and nor did they bother to ensure
that the washed cloth was dried in sunlight. Many of them experienced
white discharge or itching near the private parts of their body.
The group meeting was an appropriate place for the girls to discuss safe
methods in order to keep good health. Interestingly, within three months of
attending the meetings, the girls felt the need of buying and use sanitary
napkins by saving INR 15-16 every month. Girls of the fisherman community
started using hot water to wash their sanitary cloth and dry it under the sun
on the thatched roofs of their huts and keep it separately. They have shared
that they experienced the advantages of doing the above said hygienic
methods. Many girls expressed that they are not having the problem of
white discharge and itching in their private parts of body. Now mostly Women
and girls clean their pubic hair and using only clean and hygienic cloth
during menstrual periods.They visit hospital if they come across any health
problem like abdominal pain at an early stage.
After interacting with boys, it was observed that they were also not having
knowledge on personal hygiene and HIV/AIDS. So it was felt that along
with the girls, boys as well need to have an awareness session. Adolescent
boys came forward and formed a support with 5-10 members. The support
group members meet in a certain place with a few agendas on specific
time, which bring best practices on health in their community as well as
families. Now the children became the main human resources to create
awareness to community.
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Women’s negotiation skills on condom
Discussion with village women about condom was a fabulous experience
and bit difficult as they were not ware of condom “a rubber balloon meant
for” but the youth were interested and curious to know more about it although
they found it uncomfortable topic to discuss at open. Ignoring all of these,
outreach worker demonstrated use of condoms with the help of a replica
of the male sex organ. It was observed that many women could not lift
their heads to see the demo because for them, seeing the ‘bad thing’ was
tantamount to committing a grave sin. A few women did come forward to
conduct the demonstrations within but suggested that instead of the model
penis, any other thing such as a chapathi roller in the kitchen or an iron
rod. Women from the community demonstrated within their group, which
became an easy for them, to clear nagging doubts, which were in their
mind but could not ask. Many of them expressed that they learned the
importance of using condom.
Group meeting gave an opportunity to share their secrets of their marital
bliss without hesitation. Many of the women said there they have learnt the
importance of foreplay before the actual sexual intercourse. Condoms could
be introduced just before the actual act when the passions ran high, they
said explaining that this led to early ejaculation.
Women in the community wanted condom availability in their locality itself
so that they can easily access. Condom boxes were placed at Panchayat
offices, community halls, anganwadi centers and at the houses of the
volunteers to fulfill the need of the community. Community women refill
the boxes on need basis. Increase of using condoms and creating
awareness resulted the prevention of HIV much easy.
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Nutritional education
Anemia and malnutrition were common features among women in the
productive age group due to low economic status. Family women are
given the least priority while eating food in a family. It is a general practice
that the head of the family, who is generally a male, eats first. The gender
discrimination is very much prevalent among their families. Many families
cannot afford nutritious food to women even during pregnancy resulting
in the child being under weight or malnourished. Misconceptions among
communities that nutritious food costs more and thus, unaffordable, also
adds to the problem.
The VMM intervention on nutritional inputs (low cost nutrition
demonstration, making people aware of about proper balanced diet etc)
made a drastic change of the health of HIV positive people. The support
group members themselves demonstrated the process of making the low
cost food and it has been widely accepted by families and is also practiced.
It became evident that intake of nutritious food has resulted in reduced
opportunistic infections among women living with HIV/AIDS. Eating Ragi,
a millet porridge (rich in iron and calcium) and green leafy vegetables has
become a lifestyle of these women. Due to the increased acceptance of
Ragi, the group women decided to make it available at their doorstep.
With the support of the VMM, four women have started mini incomegenerating units of Ragi powder. Ragi powder is not only being consumed
by WLHA but others too.
On the New Year’s Day, the women groups baked nutritious cakes and
sold them to the community. Encouraged by the good demand for these
cakes, they have made it their livelihood. Women have become creative
and they have found new recipes to make their life healthy.
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Legal awareness leads to empowered women
Most women in the community having less knowledge on legal aspects,
as they seldom get an opportunity to educate themselves on these issues.
The result is that they forgot their right to property and maintenance, besides
groping in the dark on issues such as divorce and reproductive health
rights. Their ignorance, in fact, makes them more vulnerable. Thus, with
the support of legal experts and the legal guidance cells, NGOs (All DFID
NGOs) have been organizing awareness camps to disseminate information
on relevant Acts relating to women rights at villages. Flip charts were
designed to make the teaching process easy and simple. Same information
has been giving to the women in a regular meeting. The intensive campaign
is being helped women like Lakshmi, Woman Living with HIV/AIDS. She
has to claim her property from her in-laws, left behind by her deceased
husband and having a WILL made in the name of her children. This will
secure her children’s future.
Suryavathi 32 years was attacked and raped by an unidentified person.
With the help of the support group members, she approached the village
elders, who in turn, caught the culprit. The villagers tied him to a tree and
informed the local police who lodged a complaint. All this was possible
because Suryavathi was aware of a system, which has helped her to get
justice. Now women know how to tackle such a situation. They are in a
position to file a case and approach the police and lawyers.
Padma (35 years) regret that she had taken a decision to get her daughter
married at a young age of 14 due to that her daughter is being experienced
ill health, as she faced three consequitive abortions at her early age. At
present her daughter is anemic and weak besides all of these she is also
having problem to rare her child. Now Padma realized and learnt a lesson
that early marriage can lead to deterioration of health. She has learnt a
lesson the hard way and is now determined to get her second daughter
married only after she turns 18. This pilot intervention, community driven
approaches to address the Feminization of HIV/AIDS in coastal Andhra
Pradesh, funded by DFID, supported HIV/AIDS Alliance India at the NGOlevel has been replicated to empower women and help them put their
knowledge to proper use at the time of crisis.
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Health-seeking behavior through strong referrals
Issues like sex, sexuality and reproductive health were taboo among women in the community. But the efforts of community volunteers and outreach
workers made the community people accept and realize that knowledge of sex, sexuality and reproductive health is important for a healthy life. Women
never talked about sex with their partners and neither did they have the privilege to decide when to have or not to have sex. But after the in depth
awareness sessions men have realized the need for good health to women and have started accompanying their wives to the hospitals at the time of the
childbirth. Sensitization of parents and in-laws at home has resulted in women seeking good health, with active support of their family members.
After sessions women in community
have gained access to services like
public health facility for STI / RTI/ HIV
testing, diagnosis and treatment. The
NGOs have also sensitized doctors
and Para-medical staff to create a
favorable environment at the public
health facility system. In addition, a
community volunteer is posted at the
hospital to guide women from villages,
to familiarize them with the hospital
services. This has led to increased
utilization of the health facility. The
women have now started bringing their
spouses to hospitals for HIV tests or
STI treatment. District-level resource
directories have also been prepared to
enable the various stakeholders in the
community to refer them for the various
services. This is being widely used by
persons
from
faith-based
organisations, peer educators or
women group members, local
schoolteachers and health care
providers. Annapurna, a vendor who
sells popcorn, has the directory on her
mobile cart. She uses it for women in
need of her help. Many community
people view it as a mobile counselingcum-referral service.
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