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HIV/Aids in Malawi: the facts
Unicef community centre 
worker Kusali Kubwalo, left, 
explains why your help is 
vital to the organisation’s 
work in Malawi

l The area of the world hardest hit by 
HIV and Aids is sub-Saharan Africa, 
where Malawi is located. Child labour  
and sexual exploitation are serious 
problems, particularly for little girls.  
Aids and HIV have a devastating impact 
on children, depriving them of parental 
care and protection. Such children may  
be forced to replace parents as head of 
the household and miss out on education, 
as they are forced to work to support 
themselves or their siblings.

professor mother who has grown up  
in a privileged society, the trip is an  
important personal journey. ‘Gucci has 
over 300 shop windows, advertising, and 
so many tools to communicate positive 
messages,’ she says. ‘I wanted to give 
something back, because we have a credi-
bility and visibility in the world. Put  
us and Unicef together and you have the 
perfect partnership that can actually help 
create lasting change. Of course, what we 
are doing is only a drop in the ocean,  
as there are so many children and so many 
needs, but awareness of the issues at hand 
is also very important.’

There are over 90,000 children under 
the age of 15 living with HIV in Malawi to-
day; around 24,000 of them are in need of 
life-saving medication, yet only 10,000 are 
receiving it. Poor health services and  
facilities and a lack of trained staff mean 
that thousands of children are denied 
their basic right to health and survival.  
Giannini admits that she was shocked and 
depressed by the poverty and deprivation 
she saw on the ground, but she was also  
inspired by some of the children she met.  

‘One day, while we were visiting a  
village of orphans to give out food, I met  
a young boy whose parents had died from 
Aids,’ she recalls. ‘He was sitting down 
quietly next to one of the mango trees. 
When I went over, I noticed that he was  
protectively cradling a mango, which was 
wrapped in a T-shirt, in his hands. He was 

shy but, as I was leaving, he smiled at me 
for the first time and handed me his man-
go as a gift. I didn’t want to take it, but he 
insisted. I was moved beyond belief. 

‘That boy was eating just one meal  
a day and yet he gave me his only extra 
piece of food,’ she continues. ‘When I got 
in the car I couldn’t stop crying because  
I knew just how much that mango meant 
to him. I took a photo of it and keep it  
on my fridge at home to remind myself  
of life’s priorities.’

A large part of the Unicef programme 
is aimed at preventing mother-to-child 
transmission of HIV/Aids. In Malawi, 
pregnant mothers are encouraged to get 
tested for HIV and, if positive, are given 
an antiretroviral – Nevirapine – which 
they take at the onset of labour to prevent 
transmission of the virus 
to the child. In a country 
where one in eight wom-
en of prime childbearing 
age (between 15 and 24) 
is HIV-positive, this is 
essential. Yet only a third 
of women have access to 
hospitals where they can 
receive the drug, and a 
lack of awareness and shortage of funds 
means that the death sentence of Aids is 
being needlessly passed on. 

Ignorance about HIV/Aids remains  
a major obstacle here. For example, just 

40 per cent of young girls know that a  
condom can prevent them becoming  
infected with the HIV virus. 

Giannini tells me that the day she  
returned from Malawi was her birthday  
– but she didn’t feel like celebrating.  
‘I couldn’t stop thinking about what  
I’d seen during my trip, and I was desper-
ate to do more,’ she says. It has even made 
the designer consider adopting a child  
of her own. ‘My friends are all mothers. 
One day I won’t have this possibility since 
I’m getting older. I’m sure I will adopt  
at some point in the future,’ she adds.

Nevertheless, Unicef’s Kusali Kubwalo 
is convinced that there is much to  
celebrate about the work being done in 
Malawi. ‘When a project has been imple-
mented and you see the children smile – 

for example, when a 
classroom has been built 
and you see the passion 
in the child’s face as he 
arrives for his first day at 
school – that’s what 
keeps you going,’ she 
says. ‘I used to work as a 
television presenter, but 
I sleep better now that 

I’m making a difference to the life of a 
child each day. Despite the stresses and 
the long hours, as a Malawian myself, I can 
see the positive changes and the progress 
that is being made week by week.’

l A shocking 15 per cent of girls aged  
15 to 24 in Malawi are HIV-positive. 
Fewer than 50 per cent of girls in this  
age group know how to prevent 
themselves from getting the virus.
l Of the 91,000 children in Malawi  
who have HIV, just 12 per cent recieve  
the antiretroviral medicines they need  
to stay healthy. 
l Without treatment, around 50 per  
cent of children born with HIV die before 
their second birthday.

To improve the lives of children affected by 
HIV/Aids in Malawi, call 0800 037 9797, 
quoting ‘Marie Claire’, or visit the website 
at unicef.org.uk/marieclaire.
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