
#MeToo prompts Global Fund review of harassment policies

A recent report on gender equality in global health, the Global Health 50/50 Report, gives high marks to
the Global Fund for its progress on embedding gender considerations into policy and programming
institutionally and in the field (see separate article in this issue). This report arrives at a critical moment. A
number of organizations included in the review have recently been investigated for sexual misconduct by
senior staff, including several organizations that performed relatively well on the key areas analyzed by
the Global Health 50/50 report –– such as UNAIDS, Red Cross and Oxfam.

For its part, UNAIDS recently came under fire for its handling of sexual assault allegations against Deputy
Executive Director Luis Loures. Although he was cleared of the allegations by an internal inquiry, Loures
chose to step down from his post at the end of his contract in March 2018. In a recent message to
partners in the AIDS response, Michel Sidibé, Executive Director of UNAIDS, said: “We are painfully
aware that our actions so far have not been enough. We need to do more, and we need to do better. As a
leader and a women’s rights ally, I commit both myself and UNAIDS to do more to prevent and address
sexual harassment.”

(To this end, UNAIDS has outlined a five-point plan to prevent and address harassment and unethical
behavior within the organization. It includes measures such as the appointment of focal points, the
creation of a platform to report on harassment, increased training to recognize and confront inappropriate
behavior, the development of a survey on staff well-being and the enhancement of the current
performance management system to take ethical behavior into account in the evaluation.)

Both UNAIDS and the Global Fund were ranked among the nine highest scoring organizations in the
Global Health 50/50 report primarily on the basis of whether they have gender-responsive policies in
place. (The report examined some areas of practice, but it did not look at whether accountability
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mechanisms were actually implemented.)

If a high-scoring organization like UNAIDS is reckoning with its own mishandling of sexual harassment in
the workplace, how is the Global Fund handling the issue of sexual harassment? And have recent
developments prompted any revisions to the Fund’s policies and procedures in this area?

In an International Women’s Day themed post on the Global Fund website, Executive Director Peter
Sands wrote: “It is time to recognize and support the strong forces underway that are calling out
discrimination and misconduct, and advancing social progress that affects all of us.”

In the balance of this article, we examine the Global Fund’s existing policies, disciplinary procedures and
accountability measures relevant to sexual harassment, as well as the Fund’s plans for a review of its
existing policies.

Existing policies 

The Global Fund has an Employee Handbook and a Code of Conduct for Employees (these are not
publically available but are housed on the Global Fund intranet) that are designed to prevent and address
instances of bullying and harassment, including sexual harassment. According to Seth Faison,
Communications Director at the Global Fund, a policy on bullying and harassment was developed in 2016
through what he called “a highly consultative process with staff.”

The Employee Handbook defines sexual harassment as

“any unwelcome sexual advance or unwanted verbal or physical conduct of a sexual nature. Sexual
harassment may include coercive sexual behavior used to control, influence or affect the job, career or
status of an employee. It can also include situations where one or more persons subject an employee to
offensive behavior or humiliation on the basis of that person’s gender, gender identity or sexual
orientation.”

For its part, the Code of Conduct for employees prohibits them from engaging in harassment or
discrimination of any kind. It does not address sexual harassment separately.

The disciplinary process

Victims of harassment have a number of different channels to seek redress. They may seek advice,
support or escalation through the Human Resources department, the Ethics department, the
Ombudsman, the Staff Council or Health and Medical Services. Employees who raise allegations of
bullying or harassment have access to informal and formal dispute resolution processes. The process for
investigating a complaint will depend on the nature of the allegations. Anyone who is not a victim but who
witnesses an act of harassment can use the same channels to report the offense.

In the case of a formal complaint, the disciplinary process includes a number of key steps: intake of an
allegation and initiation of the disciplinary procedure; investigation; disciplinary hearing; and a decision on
disciplinary measures. It is the Human Resources department that initiates an investigation.

Holding perpetrators accountable

The Employee Handbook considers harassment to constitute gross misconduct. Such offenses can be
punished by a number of measures including (but not to limited to) a written warning, suspension with pay,
demotion, discharge and summary dismissal. A discharge is when a contract is terminated with notice or
with payment in lieu of notice, whereas a dismissal is an immediate punishment without notice or payment.
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The imposition of disciplinary measures is intended to be progressive, though more serious action may be
warranted at an earlier stage, including as a sanction for a first proven offense if the behavior is found to
be particularly egregious. If the proposed measure is dismissal or summary dismissal, the
recommendation will be made to the Executive Director who makes the final decision.

Having the right policies is essential but not always enough to ensure a culture of safety. According to
Faison, “Policies are an essential building block, and the ultimate solution lies in a culture that takes action
and holds any perpetrators to account for their behavior.” Faison said that the Global Fund investigated
three cases of sexual harassment (one in 2011, one in 2012 and one in 2015). The allegations were
confirmed in two instances and led to summary dismissal of the offender both times. “The Global Fund is
committed to taking similar action in any cases that arise,” Faison said.

Planned review of policies

In February, incoming Executive Director Peter Sands informed Global Fund staff that the Chief of Staff,
Dr Marijke Winjroks, would lead a review of existing policies in collaboration with the Ethics Officer and the
Head of Human Resources, and in close consultation with the Staff Council, to determine whether the
policies should be updated or strengthened in light of recent developments. This review will include a
series of roundtable discussions with staff that could result in revisions to both the Employee Handbook
and the Code of Conduct for Employees.

The Global Fund has other codes of conduct that govern behavior beyond the interactions that occur
between employees. The Global Fund Board’s Code of Conduct explicitly prohibits harassment, although
it does not specifically mention sexual harassment. Neither the Fund’s Code of Conduct for Recipients of
Global Fund Resources, nor its Code of Conduct for Suppliers, makes any mention of harassment,
although the former encourages individuals to report occurrences of misconduct when they occur (through
the Office of the Inspector General, for instance). “Misconduct,” is not defined.

The review will also provide an opportunity for the Global Fund to reflect on how to promote codes of
conduct covering sexual harassment for implementing partners and suppliers that are appropriate and
actionable.

The Global Fund has suspended its partnership with Heineken because of reports that the company used 
female beer promoters in ways that exposed them to sexual exploitation. See separate article in this issue.
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