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AIDS in South Africa
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Introduction matic decrease in Uganda’s HIV infection
rate, from 30% in 1991 to 12% today. [2]
hen civic response to HIV/ Initially, case studies like these suggest
AIDS is strong, interna- that NGOs have a capacity to mobilize
tional and domestic non- su cient nancial, technical, social, and
governmental  organiza- political resources to combat the AIDS
tions (NGOs) often undertake roles left pandemic. In South Africa, however,
unful lled by the state. [1] ese obser- NGOs have been limited in their capabil-
vations have been made for less a uentity to e ect large-scale change in AIDS
countries, including ailand, Brazil, and policy formulation and implementation.
Senegal, that have had the best record§Vith a stable bureaucracy, an industrial
of success in limiting HIV transmission. economy, and signi cant domestic capac-
In Uganda, the breakdown of the healthity, South Africa is widely recognized as
sector in 1986 led to the rapid establish-having the resources to e ectively combat
ment of projects and services by the NGOthe spread of AIDS. [2] Indeed, with South
community. [2] Because no coherent na-Africa’s transition to democratic gover-
tional health policy existed at this time, nance in 1994, there was general consen-
reform of the health system was entirely sus that the new government would work
dependent on outside resources. As a rewith strong existing NGO networks to im-
sult, HIV prevention initiatives easily took plement a well-formulated national AIDS
hold in various diverse and un-integrated plan. [3] By 1998, however, little progress
programs supported by many internation- had materialized on the part of the gov-
al NGOs. District-level initiatives were ernment; South Africa is often highlight-
implemented by domestic NGOs, while ed today as an example of governmental
long-term partnerships with government failure in AIDS response. Given this gov-
sectors allowed non-state participation ernance vacuum, one might expect NGOs
at the national level to formulate policy. to have stepped in, but the experiences of
ese e orts have been re ected in a dra- other countries are not paralleled in South
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Africa. e country now records one of the world’s
fastest-growing HIV infection rates. [9]

Within this context, this paper examines why
NGOs have been limited in their capacity to in u-
ence South Africa’s response to AIDS. | argue that
in cases whereby both governments and NGOs are
unable to e ectively address the AIDS issue, a new
phenomenon of hyper-networks can engage mul-
tiple entities and facilitate interaction that can ulti-
mately lead to more e ective HIV/AIDS policies and
outcomes. In the AIDS arena, the recently estab-
lished Joint United Nations Program on HIV/AIDS
(UNAIDS) exempli es such a network. Borrowing
a term from the literature, this example of a “global
policy network” is unique in its expanded participa-
tion spanning from civil society to governmental and
intergovernmental, corporate, and nonpro t bodies.
[1]

In the following sections, | rst consider why the
South African government has not successfully re-
sponded to AIDS, and thus highlight the role that
NGOs could fulll in this environment. | then ex-
amine reasons for failed NGO-state cooperation
despite the need. Finally, | assess the likely role of
global policy networks such as UNAIDS in improv-
ing government-civil society relationships, and ulti-
mately, responses to AIDS.

What are the limitations of the state?

At a general level, an interesting question is
whether any state alone has the capacity to ad-
dress the AIDS issue. Here it is important to recog-
nize several characteristics of AIDS that challenge
an armative response. Firstly, AIDS re ects the
high degree of interdependence and mutual vulner-
ability among peoples in an increasingly globalized
world. Because it involves so many di erent actors,
it cannot be dealt with e ectively by a single orga-
nization—governmental or otherwise. Secondly, the
AIDS issue spans both global and community levels,
and therefore requires a multilevel response involv-
ing both coordinated international action and com-
munity-based prevention and treatment. irdly,
AIDS is spread by private and often taboo behaviors,
including drug use, premarital sex, extramarital sex,
commercial sex, and sex between men. E orts to
prevent its spread, then, often encroach upon pri-

vate spheres that may be beyond the reach of states.

[4] As a result, governments frequently do not con-
trol the information and other resources essential
for good AIDS governance. e very nature of AIDS
opposes the likelihood that states alone can deal ef-
fectively with the disease.

AIDS in South Africa

e post-apartheid government recognized early
on the di culty of addressing the AIDS crisis and
the need to create a two-way ow between govern-
ment and NGOs. Although no national strategy and
no institutions existed to target the AIDS issue in
the apartheid era, alignments of antiapartheid po-
litical groupings helped create strong and diverse

The global AIDS pandemic has been especially costly for Africa. Many

children lose their families to the disease. (Photo: Veit Mette)
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“Thus, in the transitional period from apartheid to democratic governt
was unable to implement a concerted effort against AIDS. ”
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NGOs are unique organizational entities that are
subject to the laws and rules of the state in which
they reside. [1] eir e ectiveness, then, ultimately
depends on the actions and reactions of govern-
ments. Where government is unresponsive and even
counter-productive, the capacity of NGOs to e ect
political change is reduced.

It is important to recognize that characteristics of
NGOs themselves may limit their in uence in state
policy and behavior. Boone and Batsell argue that
many of South Africa’s NGOs emerged in defensive
reaction to the state’s failings, and thus tend to be
small, localized, and dispersed. Many rely on funding
from Western governments or foundations, which
may force NGOs to compete amongst themselves
for donors, or to become politically entangled by
tying themselves to donors’ agendas. Some political
scientists propose that AIDS-NGOs may be typical
of those civil society organizations that concentrate
on local-level development projects and providing
social services, with minimal capacities to engage in
large-scale policy formulation and implementation.

3]
What can global policy networks do?

Despite the need for improved NGO-state rela-
tions in South Africa, then, elements of both the
state and NGOs place limits on progress in the HIV/
AIDS realm. In such a case, a new phenomenon in
global public policy networks presents a likely solu-
tion. ese networks di er from advocacy networks
in that the primary actors are not necessarily NGOs.
Rather, these networks involve expanded participa-
tion from governments, international governmental
organizations (IGOs), corporations, professional
groups, NGOs and other members of civil soci-
ety. [1] Like other networks, however, this global
structure stresses “uid and open relations among
committed and knowledgeable actors working in
specialized issue areas. [6] Global networks “carry
and re-frame ideas, insert them in policy debates,
pressure for regime formation, and enforce existing
international norms and rules, at the same time that
they try to in uence particular domestic political is-
sues” [6] ese dynamics, in turn, facilitate the shar-
ing of values, norms, information, funds and services
between participants [6].

eories of international relations implicate sev-
eral advantages of global policy networks that may
lead to more e ective responses to AIDS. In light
of the arguments of this paper, these improvements

could be facilitated in two ways: by inducing the
state to become more responsive to AIDS e orts,
and by creating an environment in which NGOs are
able to most successfully engage with the state. e
expansion of participation in global policy networks
to a wide range of actors introduces new incentives
and pressures for interaction and thus makes these
two e ects more likely.

For example, IGOs play key roles in getting states
to act, coordinating the e orts of di erent groups at
multiple levels, providing the skills to secure coop-
eration, and surveying programs. [1] IGOs also fos-
ter international regimes. Applied to the AIDS issue,
these networks of rules, norms, and procedures can
a ect the political bargaining and daily decision-
making of states, serving to regularize behavior and
control its e ects. [7] In order for non-state actors
to exercise inuence over government positions,
NGOs need access and recognition of their right to
be consulted. [1] IGOs provide these conditions by
giving NGOs access to an arena in which weaker ac-
tors can set the political agenda. NGOs can also le-
verage more powerful actors and therefore gain indi-
rect in uence on the policies and behaviors of states.
As a result, IGOs may introduce political pressures
or incentives for states and NGOs to cooperate in
AIDS responses.

Similarly, the inclusion of other actors introduces
new incentives and pressures that in uence interac-
tions between states and NGOs. e participation of
multinational corporations, for example, creates in-
centives for state cooperation through foreign direct
investment. e involvement of media corporations
increases the information pathways of NGOs and
facilitates information, symbolic, and accountability
politics. Professional groups and academics allow
both states and NGOs to take advantage of expertise
with which to frame issues or propose solutions.

Within the AIDS arena, then, the relevant global
public policy network is UNAIDS, created in 1996 to
serve as the lead agency for global action. UNAIDS
illustrates the importance of network approaches in
its mission of partnerships with UN agencies, na-
tional governments, corporations, religious organi-
zations, grassroots groups, and NGOs to “catalyze,
strengthen, and orchestrate the unique expertise, re-
sources, and networks of in uence that each of these
organizations o ers” [9] UNAIDS coordinates the
work of six United Nations agencies under a single
strategic plan, at the same time working with health
authorities and guiding NGO e orts to advocate
AIDS prevention and education in every country.
Additionally, UNAIDS acts as a broker to private in-
dustries; successes include reducing prices of female
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“South Africa illustrates a case in which both government and NGOs
fective in responding to the AIDS crisis. ”
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