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“As a drug user, I deserve a better life like the rest of the 
young. I ask the government to provide us with methadone 
so that I can quit heroin.”

The lack of methadone provision means there is little 
chance of reducing drug use in Uganda. Without it, the 
cycle of drug dependency continues.”

Frontline AIDS wants a future free from AIDS for everyone, everywhere. 

Around the world, millions of people are denied HIV prevention, testing, 
treatment and care simply because of who they are and where they live.

As a result, 1.7 million people were infected with HIV in 2018 and 770,000 
died of AIDS-related illness.

Together with partners on the frontline, we work to break down the social, 
political and legal barriers that marginalised people face, and innovate to 
create a future free from AIDS.
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Frontline AIDS has partnered with PhotoVoice to deliver a series of 
participatory photography projects in Myanmar, Nigeria and Uganda to 
support marginalised communities to advocate for improved HIV prevention, 
treatment and care, and sexual and reproductive health services and rights. 

The project is part of the Partnership to Inspire, Transform and Connect the 
HIV Response (PITCH) programme, a strategic partnership between Frontline 
AIDS, Aidsfonds and the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs. PITCH aims to 
strengthen local organisations’ capacity to advocate, generate evidence and 
develop robust policy solutions for upholding the rights to HIV and sexual and 
reproductive health services for lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) 
people, men who have sex with men, sex workers, people who use drugs, and 
adolescent girls and young women.

Advocates and young emerging champions from PITCH partner organisations 
in Myanmar, Nigeria and Uganda were supported to explore the use of 
photography and storytelling in their work, and to use the resulting messages 
as tools for advocacy. 

PhotoVoice is a UK-based charity with a vision for a world in which everybody 
has the opportunity to represent themselves and tell their own story. Its 
mission is to promote the ethical use of photography for positive social 
change, through delivering innovative participatory photography projects. 

For more information visit: www.frontlineaids.org/pitch

INTRODUCTION
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“‘Drug use has made me 
vulnerable since I have to choose 
between my life and the drugs. 
Lack of money to buy drugs made 
me go to the streets for sex work. 
Clients pay 3,000 UGX [58p] for 
sex yet 12,000 [£2.32] UGX for live 
[unprotected] sex – the desire for 
higher pay pushes me to have live 
sex. I need support to be able to 
negotiate for safer sex.’

Young female drug users 
like Annabella face multiple 
discrimination - the 
criminalization of drug use and 
sex work exposes them to more 
risks. SUPPORT NOT PUNISH”



HIV is a complex issue. Before I started working in harm reduction, I had no idea 
about people who use drugs. I only knew the stereotypes. But my work has shown 
me that instead of looking at HIV as an issue in isolation, we need to get to the 
roots of it, as support needs to come from every angle. 

The Uganda Harm Reduction Network (UHRN), a coalition of community-based 
organisations and peer groups formed by people who used to use drugs, now 
exists in many districts. In Kampala, where I work, there are 14 staff members. 
We have familiarised ourselves with most of the drug ‘hotspot’ dens in the city 
and have been able to establish trust in the people we find there. We do this 
by building relationships with representatives at each hot spot who will then 
introduce us to other people. After an outreach operation, we often find we have 
more than 100 cases to manage.  

Together with The AIDS Support Organisation (TASO) and the Most At Risk 
Population Initiative (MARPI) in Mulago hospital, we mobilise organisations to 
provide services and healthcare for people who use drugs, such as counselling, 
HIV testing and treatment, and treatment for sexually transmitted infections (STIs).  

My role is to help people who use drugs access these services. I write formal 
letters, linking people to whatever they need to deal with the situations they face, 
be it medical assistance, legal assistance or rehabilitation services. 

Gift is 27 and works for the Uganda Harm Reduction Network (UHRN) in 
Kampala. As part of the PITCH programme, UHRN works to advocate for 
practical interventions and HIV-related services to support men and women 
who use and inject drugs. Gift is a Counsellor who is in charge of referrals and 
is involved in UNHR’s outreach work.
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BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS  
We have developed a good relationship with a contact at the police’s Anti-Narcotic 
Department. He now acts a champion for our cause. When people who use drugs 
are detained, he will call URHN, asking us to come and pick them up.  

Those that want to, we will accompany to Botanica, the national referral hospital 
for mental health, where they can access ‘rehabilitation’ services for addiction 
management. With the involvement of our staff, or where possible a family member 
or guardian, we support people to enrol and stay in the programme, visiting them 
twice a month to ensure they are getting the care they need. 

Many of the drug users we work with worry that others will think they are ‘mad’ if 
they go to Botanica. They have seen the hardship that others go through when they 
leave and return to their communities. They carry that stigma.  

We need to consider what people experience when they come out of rehab. We 
need to think what next? Too often people go back to the dens because they don’t 
have an alternative. Support needs to be put in place, whether it’s counselling to 
help people reconcile with their families if they want to, or training to help them 
learn skills so they can have a sustainable income and build a new life.

“We need to consider what people 
experience when they come out of 
rehab. We need to think what next?” 



FACING CHALLENGES  
The instability of the population we serve is a big challenge. Many of our clients 
are homeless or highly mobile and you often find that what you intend to deliver 
is not what you are able to provide. 

Some people withdraw from treatment. You find that when you go for a follow-
up visit, they will have gone. Many don’t have a mobile number and you lose 
them. You linked them to care but they are now out of reach.  

But there are big successes too. One of my best experiences at URHN was 
when a young man came to the secretariat with his bag and asked for support, 
saying he wanted to stop using drugs. At that point, even his parents had given 
up on him.  

We were so happy to see that he had come to us by himself, without any 
pressure. When we took him to Botanica, he stopped using drugs within two 
months. During his stay at the hospital, he took other clients under his wing, 
giving them the courage to stay in treatment and get the support they needed.  

“One of my best experiences at URHN was 
when a young man came to the secretariat 
with his bag and asked for support, saying 
he wanted to stop using drugs.”
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“Drug users do not live in isolation. The impact of drug use affects the whole 
community - families, police service providers and religious leaders - but we can 
also be part of  the solution. Act now and offer your support to those affected by 
drug dependency. Reduce drug use in Uganda by SUPPORTING NOT PUNISHING.”



THE HUMAN APPROACH  
In Uganda, there is a perception that people who work in harm reduction are 
promoting drug use. We try to explain we are working to reduce the harms 
associated with drug use.

Some people don’t want to see that drug use exists. Others think people who 
use drugs deserve the bad things that can happen to them. But they forget that 
the person you are abandoning is a human being with their own story to tell and 
will also affect other people’s lives.

Many of our clients face violence. After an attack, they can be in a serious 
condition and we will take them to hospital worrying they might die. But the 
health providers we meet there often have the opinion that violence is a normal 
thing for drug users to experience and they don’t need or deserve emergency 
care. They will have to wait to be seen, sometimes all day until late at night. The 
attitude of the healthcare workers is very negative, many just don’t care about 
people who use drugs. 
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“‘What the client wants is what we do - we are 
left with no choice. I’m aware of the risks of HIV 
but how can I say no when a client offers me four 
times the money for unprotected sex?’

Being a female sex worker and drug user, 
Annabella was beaten by a client because she 
wouldn’t have sex for the low price he asked. 
She worries about her job and the risks it 
exposes her to but has no qualifications to find 
her way out by securing a decent job. She has 
withdrawn from society along with the health 
services which could keep her safe.

The criminalization of women like Anabella 
increases their risk to sexual violence and HIV.” 



WOMEN WHO USE DRUGS  
In Uganda, cultural norms say women are supposed to be obedient and 
humble. A woman who uses drugs is looked upon by many as a spoilt 
woman and they are often thrown out of their communities. This makes them 
extremely vulnerable, and they face discrimination on many levels. They will 
face harassment at the hands of men who use drugs and men in the general 
population. Men who perpetrate these actions know these women have no 
one to report abuses to. 

Often, the only way for women to get the drugs they need is to engage in sex 
work and shoulder all the risks that come with it. It is different for men who 
use drugs; it is easier for them to find some other sources of income. Young 
women, in particular, are in a corner as they have no one to guide them.  

Many have a desire to be a parent but because of their situation they are 
taken away from their children and they end up giving up. Many also need 
information about family planning but they don’t know where to find it. Those 
that do know often get negative responses when they try to access services. 
This means they will not go back, yet they still have the same issues affecting 
them: violence, lack of information on sexual and reproductive health and 
rights, and the stigma associated with drug use.
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“‘We miss love, care and guidance. We need family, friends and guardians. I was 
abandoned with my grandmother when I was young - she later evicted me when she 
found out I was using drugs. I am living on my own in the ghettos. My only family is 
my drug peddler. I need social support and help to re-integrate with my family.’

Drug recovery starts with the family. Support don’t Punish.”



THE SNOWBALL EFFECT  
Often women who use drugs feel unable to express themselves, to negotiate 
with others on issues such as condom use and to make informed decisions. We 
need to empower these women so they can speak out about their issues rather 
than sitting down, feeling voiceless and swallowing everything that comes.  

UHRN encourages women who use drugs to take part in community dialogues, 
and we work to ensure they are given more opportunities. When they are 
engaged, you find that these women are extremely resourceful. Recently we 
helped a group of seven women who were facing violence from their clients 
who did not want to pay. UHRN followed up on each case until the perpetrators 
were arrested. We encouraged every woman we helped to tell others, and five 
more came and reported violence to us.  

These peer-to-peer referrals are like a snowball and UHRN’s activities keep 
expanding, helping more people who use drugs as we grow.
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“The HIV epidemic has given rise to orphans 
who end up living on the streets and often 
become young mothers themselves. 
Homelessness exposes them to high risks of 
arrest, violence and sexual and psychological 
damage. Many engage in risky behaviors 
and sex work to provide for themselves - 
with no access to sexual and reproductive 
health services they can become exposed to 
pregnancy and HIV. 

This vulnerability calls upon different 
stakeholders to give social support and 
education to empower young women. 

EMBRACE SEXUAL AND REPRODUCTIVE 
HEALTH RIGHTS AMONG YOUNG WOMEN TO 
REDUCE TEENAGE PREGNANCY AND HIV.”





JOIN US. END IT.
www.frontlineaids.org


