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Introduction  

Traditional leaders, as custodians of culture, and role models for their communities, are in a strong 

position to be able to address harmful cultural practices in order to promote the prevention of HIV 

and gender-based violence (GBV) within their communities. Supporting and empowering traditional 

leaders with the knowledge and skills to assist their communities to address HIV and GBV through 

redressing harmful cultural practices, and promoting positive ones, will have a substantial impact in 

mitigating these twin epidemics ravaging communities in southern Africa.  

 

This 5 day moderated discussion, run by the Southern Africa HIV and AIDS Information 

Dissemination Service (SAfAIDS), in partnership with the Knowledge for Health (K4Health) project, 

focused on the role of traditional leaders as champions in the prevention of HIV and GBV in eastern 

and southern Africa.  The discussion aimed to consider cultural and cultural practices and its role in 

the HIV and GBV epidemics, and to share information, resources, and examples of good practices on 

how traditional leaders can be empowered to support their communities to prevent HIV and GBV. 

 

Discussion statistics 

Number of participants: 137  

Number of countries represented by participants: 7 

Number of contributions: 22 

% of contributions from developing countries:  86% 

Contributing countries: Malawi, South Africa, Tanzania, Togo, Zambia, Zimbabwe, USA 

 

Discussion Topics 

The discussion centered around three key topics:  

• A guest contribution by Sam Khandlhela, Senior Manager, South African House of Traditional 

Leaders on protective and harmful cultural practices and the role of traditional leaders to 

address these.   

 

• Success stories from traditional leaders on how they are supporting their communities to 

address HIV and GBV:  

o Richmond Rangwani, Headman and Community leader, Mhondoro Ngezi, Mashonaland, 

West Zimbabwe; and  

o Hosi Nwamitwa, female traditional leader, of the Baloyi people, Tzaneen, South Africa.  

 

• Sharing promising programmes that are empowering and capacitating traditional leaders 

and communities to address harmful cultural practices to prevent HIV and GBV. 

 

Key themes emerging from the discussion 

 

The need to truly understand culture and cultural practices  

Several participants raised the argument that culture and the practice of culture is very complex, 

dynamic, and conditioned by both the internal and external environment. It is therefore important 

to explore which are the real or true negative aspects of culture that are fuelling the HIV and GBV 

epidemic, and not be influenced by a personal viewpoint, or stereotyping, and to consider whether it 

is the actual practice that is the problem or the abuse thereof by certain elements.  



 

The need to involve all community stakeholders and make changes from within  

An extremely important issue that was raised during the discussion was the importance of involving 

traditional leaders and community members in programmes to address cultural practices and their 

relationship to HIV and GBV. In order to achieve meaningful changes in practices and opinions, it is 

important to see the practices through the eyes of the traditional leaders and the community 

members. New ideas should not be imposed on the communities by either the traditional leaders or 

by programme implementers, and a true partnership of equal engagement and participation with 

communities is essential. This can be achieved through participatory methods such as community 

dialogues.  

 

Various programming examples of how this can be accomplished were shared from Lesotho, by 

traditional leaders themselves, and through the SAfAIDS CTRF and Rock programmes.  

 

Acknowledgement of the importance of traditional leaders in addressing harmful cultural 

practices to mitigate HIV and GBV in communities   

Overwhelmingly participants agreed that traditional leaders play a critical role in working with their 

communities to address harmful cultural practices that fuel the spread of HIV and GBV. Contributors 

felt that traditional leaders have a willingness to change, and shared examples of how traditional 

leaders were already doing so, through community dialogues.  

 

A point was raised about the need to understand the dilemma faced by traditional leaders today, 

whereby some leaders find themselves “trapped” between systems anchored in the past and a 

rapidly changing society. The example was shared about a headman in a small village in rural Zambia 

who wondered whether his voice would truly be heard in a crowded marketplace where men in 

black suits and women wearing high-heel, brand name shoes, and golden earrings arrive in latest 

Japanese and German cars, and young men in tight jeans, hugging latest PDAs lead community 

change meetings. This middle-aged gentleman who had the appearance of an old man carries a 

walking stick and goes barefoot to community and political meetings.  

 

The discussion highlighted the need for programmes to empower and capacitate traditional leaders 

to be able to become champions of HIV and GBV prevention in their communities.  

 

Challenges in addressing cultural barriers to HIV and GBV prevention programmes 

A significant challenge raised during the discussion is the challenge of the length of time it takes to 

ensure meaningful behaviour change within communities and the relatively shorter timelines of 

project cycles, which may not provide enough time for change to occur.  The process of change is 

generally a very difficult process, more-so when cultural values and beliefs are involved.  

 

There is also a need for a multi-sectoral and multi-disciplinary approach to enhance programme 

impact, where government, civil society organisations, and communities work together through 

collaboration, networking and sharing of information. 

 

The importance of gender dynamics 

Some participants raised the concern that since traditional structures are still largely patriarchal, 

there is a need to capacitate traditional leaders to address gender power imbalances and 

perspectives and promote the acceptance of gender equality.  Some participants on the other hand 

felt that programmers should be careful of not getting too caught up in the gender of traditional 

authorities. An example was also shared of a female traditional leader in South Africa who is using 

her position in parliament and in her community to empower young women and men to take control 

of their lives through life and job skills and looking after their health.   



The need to document and share promising practices, success stories, and resources 

Several programming examples and experiences of traditional leaders were shared that 

demonstrated how community-based organisations are supporting traditional leaders to acquire the 

necessary skills to become champions of HIV and GBV prevention in their communities, and how the 

traditional leaders themselves are achieving change in their communities. A concern was raised by 

several participants that there are many valuable activities taking place, but these are not being 

documented or shared.    

 

Post-forum survey results 

 

Number of surveys 

completed 

 
17 

 

Types of organisations 

represented by participants  

 
NGO/PVO (local and international) :8 

Academic/ Research Institution: 2 

Medical / Health Organisation: 1 

Faith based organisation: 1 

Public health and development  consultants: 2 

Regional intergovernmental health organisation: 1 

 

eForum marketing - where 

did you hear about this 

eForum? 

Colleague/Friend  SHARE Newsletter  Email list-serv 

12% 24% 41% 

% who think the eForum 

definitely met its goal 

40% 

% who think the eForum 

somewhat met its goal 

 
53% 

% who have passed content 

to others 

 
38% 

% who have or will use in 

their work 

 
80% 

% of respondents who 

posted a message during the 

eForum 

 
44% 

Reasons for not posting  The two primary reasons from respondents for not participating was 

work commitments and not having the time to do so, and technical / 

IT challenges.  

Some comments from 

respondents on the eForum  

• The diversity of participants from various countries brought 

in lots of experiences from other countries that can be 

adopted/adapted by others. 

• Topics were relevant, participation was good 

• A number of people from different countries participated. I 

also believe the contributions provided links to resource 

materials but also that they will continue to remain a 

resource after the discussion was closed.  

• We need more resources to mobilise communities face to 

face, due to illiteracy and non-connectivity in rural areas 

• Information shared was just what is expected of our 

Traditional leaders. 

• Contributions limited to only a few people 

• We need to open the forum for a little bit longer so that we 



can have a wide audience and participation 

• So far we following the discussions without any problems 

except that for other people the media used could be 

expensive or difficult to access.  

 

References and resources 

• Africcess Global Executive Briefing and Leadership Enrolment:   
http://africcess.com/blog/wp-content/uploads/2011/01/Report-CCE-CCExecutive-
briefing.pdf 
 

• Training of trainers facilitated by the NDP: http://www.awoko.org/2011/02/14/undp-
facilitates-cce-cc-training-of-trainers-on-hivaids-prevention/ 
 

• Courses by Africcess : http://africcess.com/blog/?p=1 
 

• SAfAIDS “Rock” HIV Prevention Leaders Package, eLibrary and eLearning course 

 

 

Program Examples 

• Traditional leader accounts of how they are supporting and working with their 
communities to address HIV and GBV: Richman Rangwani, headman and community 
leader, in Mhondoro Ngezi, Mashonaland West, Zimbabwe and Hosi Nwamitwa of Baloyi 
people in Tzaneen, Limpopo, South Africa, the first officially recognised female 
traditional leader in South Africa. 
 

• The “Changing the rivers flow” and “Rock HIV prevention and leadership” Programmes, 

implemented by SAfAIDS. These programmes seek to addresses cultural norms that fuel 

HIV and GBV within communities, by capacitating traditional leaders to promote the 

prevention of HIV and GBV within their communities. 

 


