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The epidemics of HIV, hunger and poverty are inextricably linked. Throughout Africa, these singularly 
threatening assaults have converged to form the perfect storm, which ravages the lives and livelihoods of 
individuals, and destroys the capacities of families and communities to care for their most vulnerable members. 
 

Simply put, HIV undermines food and nutrition security (FNS). And conversely, food and nutrition insecurity 
contribute to the spread of HIV, and hasten the progression from HIV to AIDS for those who are already living 
with the virus. 
 
Importantly, the dual and bi-directional influences of HIV 
infection and food and nutrition insecurity set the stage for 
disaster at multiple levels:   
 
·  At the household level, illness and the premature death of 

parents have created a generation of orphans who will 
grow up unsupervised and take on adult responsibilities 
such as caring for younger siblings and ill family 
members, and making sure they obtain sufficient food to 
survive. In the absence of parental guidance, the 
agricultural and life skills ordinarily passed down from 
parent to child are no longer transferred, undermining the 
ability of these youth to pursue productive livelihoods. 

 
·  At the community level, fewer adults are able to harvest 

crops, earn income and contribute to the well-being of the 
more vulnerable members of society, thus weakening the 
fabric of traditional community safety nets which were 
once a staple feature of African societies. 

 
·  At the national level, the convergence and dual impact of 

HIV and food insecurity has decimated the capacity of 
governments to retain skilled staff and volunteers and, 
ultimately, to provide basic health care to its citizens. A 
weakened health sector is similarly constrained in its 
ability to roll out the life saving antiretroviral drugs 
which aim to stave off the pandemic. 

  
It is increasingly evident that unless responses are designed 
and implemented with consideration to this dual and bi-
directional relationship, and resulting in ‘integrated and 
holistic programming, the downward and devastating trend 
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Good nutrition has been called the key to 
positive living – i.e. living with the HIV virus. 
Where malnutrition prevails, the immune system 
is weakened, and susceptibility to opportunistic 
infections increases. Although antiretroviral 
therapy (ART) is becoming increasingly 
available, treatment can fail when patients are 
nutritionally compromised. Without nutritious 
food to complement treatment, patients are often 
too ill to successfully start ART. And once on 
treatment, interruptions due to hunger contribute 
to treatment failure and drug resistance. Without 
attention to this bi-directional relationship, food 
and nutrition insecurity will thwart efforts to 
provide universal access to ART by 2010. 
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Nutrition support aimed at immune system 
strengthening and prevention of malnutrition can 
extend the asymptomatic period, delaying the 
need for ART among those infected and 
providing time for overburdened health systems 
to build capacity to meet ART demand. Nutrition 
support and counselling can also improve uptake 
and adherence to ART, PMTCT and TB 
programs – all crucial contributions to extending 
lives and rolling back the HIV pandemic. 
 

Links for Life 
Promoting Integrated HIV and FNS Programming 
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that has emerged in sub-Saharan Africa will be difficult to reverse. 
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Links for Life is a strategy that aims to promote integrated HIV and FNS programming, 
and in doing so helps to address the causes and consequences of HIV and food and 
nutrition insecurity in ways that are far more likely to be effective and sustainable than 
typical, single-stream efforts. 
 
Links for Life has evolved as a direct response to the priorities identified by practitioners 
from across the globe at the PCI-hosted Africa Forum 2006: The Dual Epidemics of 
HIV/AIDS and Food Insecurity. Africa Forum 2006 brought together 221 public health 
and development practitioners (from 20 countries) to share experiences in HIV, food 
security and nutrition programming. The goal was both to strengthen collective 
programmatic efforts towards integration, as well as to inform policy decisions based on 
‘frontline’ realities. 
 
 
This landmark 2006 event laid the foundation and established the following needs as 
priorities for the Links for Life initiative: 
 
�  The need to create mechanisms for promoting field-based learning;  
 
�  The need to continue the sharing of experiences, skills and knowledge across various 
African countries, with an eye towards scaling up promising interventions; and 
 
�  The need to strengthen awareness and to influence funding and policy environments. 
 
 
Links for Life aims to address the above listed priorities with the following three, 
interlinked and complimentary components. The following pages detail the goals, 
aspirations and intended outcomes of each component. 
 
�  Communities of Practice 
Promoting field-based learning and knowledge generation on emerging practices. 
 
�  Africa Forum 2009 
Inter-country sharing to improve skills and knowledge in integrated programming and to 
facilitate the scaling-up of promising interventions. 
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�  FANSHA (Food and Nutrition Security and 
HIV/AIDS Advocacy Group) 
Strengthening audiences and influencing key policy 
decisions and processes 
 

 

�����	������������������)���* �
�����������������	������	������	�������������
�����	�������������������	
��
��  
 
 
Reactions to the Africa Forum 2006 were both moving and 
inspiring, and upon return to their countries, many participants of 
the Africa Forum 2006 made attempts to continue exchanging 
ideas across organizations, towards the goal of learning more 
about integrated programming. Unfortunately, without formal 
support or a mechanism for structuring the collaboration, these 
efforts faltered. 
 
In response to requests for assistance from Forum participants, 
PCI and its partners in the Links for Life effort have developed 
the first component – Links for Life-CoP. The design is based on 
lessons learned from other successful (private and public sector) 
CoP models world-wide, which share the goal of generating and 
stewarding practitioner-based knowledge, and highlighting those 
practices deemed promising through a peer-recognized process.  
 
Links for Life-CoP is guided by an ad hoc steering committee, 
composed of prominent partners including CARE, Catholic Relief 
Services (CRS), Concern Worldwide, Georgetown University, 
Global Health Council, IFPRI/Renewal, Oxfam, Save the 
Children and World Vision.  
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The goal of the Links for Life-CoP is to “promote field-based 
learning on emerging practices in integrated HIV and FNS 
programming, with the ultimate objective of scaling up what 
works.” This unique, learning-oriented initiative aims to achieve 
this by establishing ‘Communities’ of Practice in two countries -- 
Ethiopia and Malawi – where practitioners from NGOs, FBOs, 
government, the UN  and other relevant institutions will come 
together to explore ideas, think together and share relevant 
knowledge.  
 
The CoPs will identify emerging practices in integrated 
programming, and examine their success across selected 
‘programmatic elements’ such as targeting, sustainability, exit 
strategies, beneficiary graduation, holistic design, and/or M&E. 
The following categories of HIV and FNS interventions will be 
prioritized for review: nutrition gardens; women’s savings and 
loan; small animal husbandry; livelihood skills for OVC; and 
infant and young child health and nutrition. 
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A CoP refers to the process of social learning 
that occurs when people who have a common 
interest in a subject or problem collaborate 
over a period of time to share ideas, find 
solutions and build innovations.  
 

In recent years, CoPs have become associated 
with ‘knowledge management’ as people 
have begun to see them as ways of 
developing social capital, nurturing new 
knowledge, stimulating innovation, or sharing 
existing tacit knowledge within an 
organization. They are now an accepted part 
of organizational development.   
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Chrysler started up CoPs called ‘tech clubs’ 
which developed lessons learned and best 
practices and compiled them into EBoks 
(engineering books of knowledge) which 
were made easily accessible to staff. This 
initiative made a crucial contribution to 
structural changes behind the company's 
resurgence in the 1990s. 
 
Shell Oil created CoPs to sponsor the pooling 
of knowledge between experts in the same 
discipline who were separated by corporate 
organization into different profit centers. 
Similarly, Mckinsey & Company has used 
CoPs since the early 1980s to reduce the 
duplication of effort caused by the 
dispersion of their global offices.  
 
Save the Children US has established a CoP 
to support programming in the education 
sector for their domestic (US) program. The 
goal is to create a place for the educators in 
partner schools to meet online, exchange 
ideas and teaching techniques, and improve 
access to program guidelines. 
 
CRS created a CoP among its HIV 
programming practitioners across the globe. 
The Community interacts through an email 
discussion group, shares information and 
experiences, and helps one another trouble 
shoot problems and constraints. The CoP was 
recently used by CRS headquarters to elicit 
and document promising practices in Home 
Based Care programming. 
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The most promising interventions will be studied in greater depth to identify critical success factors for replication 
and scale-up. PCI intends to collaborate with the UN and Partners’ Alliance and its “Observatory Method” as 
well as IFPRI’s Renewal network to apply a research-based evaluation framework where possible as a 
complement to the CoPs’ approach of engaging in practitioner-oriented knowledge generation. 
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Each CoP will have a salaried Coordinator, with the role of planning and facilitating learning activities, including 
face-to-face meetings; speaker engagements followed by discussions; visits to project sites; teleconferences; 
project task collaboration; on-line discussion groups (e.g. yahoo, google, etc.); and where internet connectivity 
allows, on-line collaborative learning via wikis and/or e-portfolios. 
 
Typically, the members of a CoP will bond and engage over their interest in a particular topic; but interest alone is 
not enough. A healthy CoP must deliver value with respect to each member’s ability to pursue their professional 
discipline (i.e. their ‘practice’). While tacit learning will often take place simply as a result of interaction between 
peers; more explicit learning will result from the deliberate creation of ‘knowledge products’ (documented 
learning) -- a key requirement of a CoP that seeks to support its members’ ‘practice’.  
 
The CoP initiative will therefore aim to creatively document and share learning with regard to selected emerging 
practices. This learning – in the form of ‘knowledge products’ -- will be featured at Africa Forum 2009 (the 
second component of Links for Life), and disseminated via partners and other practitioner-oriented media. It will 
also serve to inform advocacy efforts via FANSHA, the third component of Links for Life. 
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Africa Forum 2009 is tentatively scheduled for spring of 2009 on Lake Malawi. Like its 
predecessor, Africa Forum 2006, the 2009 event will provide opportunities to share 
emerging practices, approaches and models. Given the resoundingly positive feedback on the 2006 event, Africa 
Forum 2009 will replicate the diverse format and practitioner focus of the first Forum, while expanding to include 
inputs from the other two components of the Links for Life initiative: CoPs and FANSHA. In particular, it will 
feature results to date from the CoPs in Malawi and Ethiopia, providing the foundation for launching CoPs in 
other countries. 
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Africa Forum 2006: An Integrated Response to the Dual Epidemics of HIV&AIDS and Food Insecurity was one 
of the first events of its kind. This unique, field-focused conference provided an opportunity for representatives 
from local NGOs and CBOs, along with international public health and development organizations, to assemble 
and share experiences in integrating HIV&AIDS, food security, and nutrition programs.  
 
With support and financial assistance from participating partners, PCI brought together 221 delegates from 20 
countries, including: Angola, Canada, Ethiopia, Kenya, Lesotho, Malawi, Mozambique, Namibia, Nigeria, 
Rwanda, Senegal, Swaziland, South Africa, Switzerland, Tanzania, the Netherlands, Uganda, the USA, Zambia 
and Zimbabwe. This was not another power-point/presentation-dominated event. It was a practical, hands-on 
experience, with energy and commitment visibly apparent among the mostly field-based participants. The five-
day event included plenary sessions, skills building workshops, program site visits, presentations, panel 
discussions, poster sessions, taste and touch sessions, morning motivational speakers and opportunities for 
networking and relationship building.  
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The Forum’s legacy survives in the partners’ and participants’ commitment to the jointly developed Declaration 
on the Dual Epidemics of HIV&AIDS and Food Insecurity, and its three-point Call to Action and Messages to 
Key Audiences. The Declaration represents a collective effort to identify and articulate priorities for achieving 
lasting positive change in HIV, food security and nutrition. Individualized, signed Action Plans were developed 
by each participant, in which they described how they would support the Declaration and apply what was learned 
during the week-long event to their own work through shared learning, advocacy, coordination, and 
implementation. For PCI’s part, Links for Life, including all three of its components, is a direct response to the 
Africa Forum 2006 Declaration and its inherent commitments. 
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FANSHA is the Food and Nutrition Security and HIV & AIDS Advocacy 
Group. The Africa Forum 2006 Declaration expresses the urgent need to 
strengthen awareness around the links between HIV, food security and nutrition; 
and the need to influence decisions and processes on related policy within host 
governments, multi-lateral agencies, donors, NGOs and research/academic 
institutions. 
 
With these goals in mind, PCI convened an advocacy group comprised of 43 members representing 25 
organizations. Through monthly conference calls and regular email communiqués, this informal group has 
fostered information-sharing, strategic planning and coordination to advocate for a more supportive policy and 
funding environment for integrated HIV and FNS programming. 
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Per its mandate, FANSHA advocates for: 
 
1. The integration of HIV and FNS, including support of sustainable livelihoods, as a priority for policy makers, 

donors, program designers and implementers; 
2. The development of frameworks for integration at all levels - especially within national HIV&AIDS strategies 

to scale-up universal access;1 2 
3. Increased learning and information-sharing related to integrated programming through the development of an 

evidence base of information and interventions, networking and awareness raising at key events; 
4. Ensuring that, where necessary, food is a key part of strategies to promote the efficacy of and adherence to 

ART; and  
5. Ensuring that decision-making about integrated HIV&AIDS and food & nutrition security are guided by the 

voices of those most affected: “Nothing About Us Without Us.” 
 
Most recently, FANSHA members have engaged in the following activities:  
 
�  Information sharing and collaborative advocacy for the inclusion of FNS-related issues in the current 

reauthorization of PEPFAR; 
�  Advocating for civil society involvement in the monitoring of UNGASS commitments, in particular of Article 

28 which highlights the essential role of food and nutrition in a comprehensive HIV response; 
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�  Information sharing and collaboration with other advocacy groups where interests overlap, e.g. OVC HIV & 
FNS Working Group for the IATT on children and HIV and AIDS, and the Food Security Working Group 
(FSWG) for the UK Consortium; 

�  Strategizing on a special session/roundtable on integrated HIV and FNS for the upcoming Global Health 
Council Conference; 

�  Improving our understanding of perspectives/positions on integrated programming of stakeholders in other 
regions of the world (e.g. Asia), and joining advocacy efforts where positions are similar. 

 
Finally, as promising practices are identified within the CoPs, they will be disseminated for both practical 
application, as well as to support FANSHA in its efforts to raise awareness and influence policy. Future plans 
involve formalizing the FANSHA group with a secretariat and website to improve visibility, communications 
capacity, and the group’s ability to influence policy. 
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The Links for Life initiative is already underway and needs financial support to move forward and meet its full 
potential.. For more information, or details on any of the three components of Links for Life, (including a detailed 
strategic plan of the CoP component), please contact Gwenelyn O’Donnell-Blake, D.C. Office Director and Food 
Security Technical Officer, PCI; phone: (202) 223-0088; fax: (202) 662-8995; e-mail: 
godonnell@projectconcern.org. 
 


