M2008 Blog: 27th February, 2008
Greeting from New Dehli... as I sip my Coca Cola at this lavish banquet amidst the fabulous fire works, I would like to share a few lessons I have learnt about Microbicides Advocacy from the conference. The Advocates Corner provided a good vantage point to meet, and share information with other advocates, researchers and trial participants.  

Microbicides advocacy has come a long way since the formation of the first Microbicides-specific advocates' coalition, The Women's Health Advocates on Microbicides (a coalition of eleven women's health organizations and networks worldwide) in 1993.  The field of Microbicides advocacy now includes various Civil Society advocacy groups that include the Global Campaign for Microbicides, the African Microbicides Advocacy Group (AMAG), the International Rectal Microbicides Advocates (IRMA), and the Nigerian HIV Vaccines and Microbicides Advocacy Group (NAHVMAG).

Advocates have made tremendous in-roads in shaping the framework for Microbicides research, product development, community mobilisation, support and representation to ensure that the rights and interests of trial participants are protected.

The Microbicides 2008 Conference provided a good opportunity to network with advocates from around the world and to share opportunities and challenges they faced at national and local levels. Among the challenges cited by advocates from various countries were:

Sustaining the commitment and interest in Microbicides in the absence of a product that is widely available on the market.
 - Managing expectations and increased user interest and demand for products that are not yet available on the market.
 - Restricted capacity and resources for advocacy work
 - Working in different regions, and in most cases covering large areas across different legal and health systems.
 - Increasing the participation and involvement of men in Microbicides-specific advocacy in the context of gender inequality and power imbalance in relationships.
 - Involving Policy makers and increasing political support for research and development of Microbicides products.

Despite these challenges and setbacks relating to product development, advocates remain resolute and motivated to continue exploiting opportunities that exist worldwide to:-  
 - Facilitate dialogue between scientists, researchers, health practitioners, programme managers, policy makers and people living with HIV to develop and provide new prevention technologies.  
 - Co-ordinate information sharing among all stakeholders.
 - Mobilise resources and ensure that Microbicides research, development, trial and funding remains on the political agenda. 
 - Frame the advocacy agenda, manage expectations and prepare for access when safe and effective Microbicides developed.          

There is still a huge amount of work to be done. I hope you can join the advocacy group to make your contribution and get your voice heard.

Good night from me to you all. Enjoy reading Toju's blog in the morning!   

By Sarah Pulle, UK African Working Group on Microbicides 
