UNAIDS Reference Group on HIV and Human Rights

September 19, 2018
Dr. Michel Sidibé
Executive Director
UNAIDS
20, ave. Appia
1211 Geneva, Switzerland
Dear Michel:
Re: Leadership in addressing sexual harassment and assault
Thank you for meeting with the members of the UNAIDS Reference Group on HIV and Human Rights in
attendance at the International AIDS Conference in Amsterdam in July. We are writing to follow-up on
our discussion during the meeting regarding the measures UNAIDS is currently taking to ensure a
workplace free of sexual abuse, exploitation and harassment. As we expressed at the meeting, the past
year has been a challenging time for the organization and staff, and we are writing to you out of our
desire, and commitment, to see UNAIDS not only at the forefront of the global response to HIV, but
also at the forefront of UN agencies in promoting gender equity and human rights and defending
against harassment and impunity. We are also concerned that UNAIDS’ public response to the recent
allegations of sexual harassment or assault has failed to acknowledge the widespread nature of the
problem across the UN.
While we did not discuss specific figures at our meeting, the number of allegations of across the UN
system are shocking: Between 1 April-30 June 2018, a three-month period, the UN received 70
allegations of abuse, including 43 involving UN personnel and 27 involving non-UN personnel working
for implementing partners or non-UN international forces authorized by a Security Council mandate.
Of the 70 allegations, 18 are categorized as sexual abuse, 46 as sexual exploitation, 3 as other and 3 are
of an unknown nature. There are 84 victims: 46 women, 17 girls (under the age of 18), 12 women
whose age is unknown, 1 boy (under the age of 18), and 5 men of an unknown age. The sex of 3 victims
is unknown. Alleged perpetrators include 80 men, 4 women, and 4 individuals whose sex is unknown.
These figures demonstrate that sexual harassment and assault spans the entire UN system and that
there is an urgent need for the UN to ensure that systems are in place to investigate claims and hold
individuals responsible to account.
Given the history and mission of UNAIDS and the central role that gender inequality and human rights
abuses play in the effectiveness of the HIV response, we urge UNAIDS, as an entity forged in human
rights principles, to address this crisis by leading by example. We urge you to continue to speak out
about ending sexual harassment and abuse, and to speak out even louder. UNAIDS is uniquely
positioned within the UN system as an organization that has strong expertise and exceptional
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partnerships with NGOs and communities working to end discrimination and protect rights. We regret
that we were not engaged further in providing you guidance and advice over the last year to address
the allegations that have arisen and to support your implementation of reforms and we wish to
underscore in this letter that we are available at any time to provide you with guidance and feedback.
As we noted in our recent discussion with you, our expectation of you as the leader of an agency that
is perceived by many to be in crisis, is to rise above the detail of individual cases of sexual harassment
and abuse of power to display leadership among UN executive directors in the call for reforms and to
make strong principled statements about a zero tolerance approach to sexual harassment and abuse of
power and to lead by example even in difficult and often complex human resource management
situations. The strength of UNAIDS has been its staff and its strong partnerships with civil society.
When individuals in positions of power are able to act with impunity, or to use threats and intimidation
to silence criticism, the credibility of the organization and hence its ability to achieve its goals is
jeopardized.
Being committed to the reforms you have made means anticipating that more complaints will be
alleged, via a formal complaint or not. The success of the AIDS movement has been the willingness of
brave individuals to raise uncomfortable truths, and it is critical that you ensure that your staff have
faith that they can raise their complaints without improper retaliation, and with a guarantee of a
prompt, effective, professional response.
We appreciate that our call is for a stronger approach by you and UNAIDS. We also understand that an
accusation, of itself, is not proof of its truth and accuracy. Due process and natural justice must be
given to those who are accused, in accordance with human rights principles. However, in the past, the
balance within the United Nations and UNAIDS has not been just, effective and supportive where it
should have been. We look to you to strongly recalibrate that balance and to insist upon the
consequent programmatic changes that will ensure that all complaints are taken seriously; properly
recorded; effectively investigated; and followed up with firm, prompt and where appropriate public
outcomes. The UNAIDS Reference Group on HIV and Human Rights will be available to you and to the
Independent Expert Panel review to provide advice and assistance on the essential programmatic
changes.
Yours sincerely,

Joseph Amon and Michaela Clayton
Co-chairs
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