
20 YEARS OF ACTIVISM FOR SOCIAL, 
SEXUAL AND REPRODUCTIVE RIGHTS





2000At the beginning…

H.E.R.A. was founded. H.E.R.A. stands for Health Education and Research 
Association, a civil organisation seeking to raise the awareness of HIV prevention 
among citizens and the youth and to care for persons living with HIV.

H.E.R.A.’s first educational project was to 
open a free SOS line for prevention of HIV 
and sexually transmitted infections with 
support from UNICEF.



HIV/AIDS campaign and 
peer education

With this promotional poster we 
marked the 1st of December – World 
AIDS Day for the first time.

We set up a network of young peer educators to 
provide education about HIV prevention in Skopje 
schools.

2001



2002
HIV testing

H.E.R.A. launched the promotion of HIV testing in the towns across the country in cooperation with 
the Healthcare Institute, which was a form of prevention strategy for protecting the population 
against HIV. The same year, we started providing psychosocial and medical counselling and support 
to persons living with HIV.

The World AIDS Day was also marked in 
2002 with a regional campaign that was 
implemented together with Serbia and 
Bosnia and Herzegovina.



HIV prevention among the gay population

We trained the first peer counsellors to provide HIV counselling to 
the gay community and we started an information hotline for HIV 
prevention.

This was the winning solution at the 
open youth competition to mark the 
1st of December – World AIDS Day. 

Sexual and reproductive health

H.E.R.A. broadened its mission towards promot-
ing the sexual and reproductive health among 
youth and adolescents. We strengthened the HIV 
prevention peer education programme by intro-
ducing contraception and gender equality.

We kicked off the “youth-friendly” model of ser-
vices to help us improve the young people’s ac-
cess to sexual and reproductive health protection 
services in the healthcare system.

The first issues of the “Sexy Neighbourhood” 
Youth Magazine came out, aiming to make the 
taboo topics a matter of everyday conversations, 
and the healthy lifestyles – a trend among the 
young people.
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2004
HIV treatment and the initial support 
from the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, 
Tuberculosis and Malaria

H.E.R.A. took its first steps in advocating a state funding of the antiretroviral 
therapy for persons living with HIV, which, back then, was still unavailable 
in the country. We cooperated with the state institutions and the National HIV/
AIDS Commission with an idea to set up a so-called therapy revolving fund 
that would help make an efficient financial arrangement for the procurement 
of medicines for persons living with HIV.

With the technical assistance from H.E.R.A., the state received its first national 
grant (2002-2007) from the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and 
Malaria, to help maintain a low HIV infection prevalence in the country. The 
Ministry of Health has been involved as the primary contractor, whereas the 
civil society organisations were the major implementers of the activities. 
H.E.R.A. is responsible for HIV prevention among the young population and gay 
community, for improving the access to HIV testing among the marginalised 
groups, for training the healthcare workers and other civil sector activists and for 
improving the treatment of and the support to persons living with HIV.

HIV youth action: The winning poster for 
the 1st of December – World AIDS Day



HIV Counselling Service In May 2005, the HIV Counselling Service was opened 
in cooperation with the Infectious Disease Clinic, so 
as to improve the access of persons living with HIV to HIV 
testing and quality treatment. Infrastructure, equipment, 
psychosocial support and palliative care for HIV were 
ensured with the financial support from the Norwegian 
Church Aid and USAID.
Today, the Counselling Service is part of the healthcare and 
social services provided by the Infectious Disease Clinic and 
it is funded from the Clinic’s budget and from the Ministry 
of Health’s HIV Prevention Programme for the General 
Population.

The “I Want to Know” Youth Centres
In 2005 and 2006, together with the Skopje Health 
Centre, we opened the first two “I Want to Know” Youth 
Centres for sexual and reproductive health, situated 
in the outpatient clinics at Vodno and in Šuto Orizari. 
The financial support was provided by UNICEF, the 
International Planned Parenthood Federation and the 
“Partnership for Health”. The Centres were opened 
with a single objective in mind: to provide free and 
confidential services, tailored to the young people’s 
needs concerning their sexual health. Today, the Centres 
are visited by more than 2500 persons annually, 90% of 
whom are young people and people from vulnerable 
groups, seeking to use the sexual health services: HIV 
testing, gynaecological examinations, Pap smear tests 
and ultrasonography, counselling on sexuality and 
protection against violence, skin treatments, diagnosis 
and treatment of sexually transmitted infections, 
psychosocial support… Since 2018, after 12 years of 
international support, the funding of the “I Want to 
Know” Youth Centres has been provided for in the 
Ministry of Health’s HIV Prevention Programme for the 
General Population.

2005



2006

EGAL – the first sister 
organisation

In 2006, the team of counsellors running the 
information hotline for prevention of HIV among gay 
people formed the organisation EGAL – Equality 
for Gays and Lesbians, which had operated as a 
separate division of H.E.R.A before. Today, EGAL 
keeps providing onsite education and prevention of 
HIV and sexually transmitted infections among gay 
men and other men who have sex with men.



Mobile outpatient clinics 
for HIV testing 

2007

In 2007 and 2009, we opened the first mobile outpatient 
clinics for free and rapid HIV testing in 10 towns in 
Macedonia, because we wanted to improve the access of 
the marginalised communities to HIV testing.

In cooperation with 14 civil society organisations, every 
year we make sure free HIV tests are provided to more than 
4000 young persons and members of the key populations 
affected by HIV (women sex workers, people who inject 
drugs, gay men and other men who have sex with men). In 
other words, more than 70% of all voluntary HIV tests done 
in the country annually have been performed in our two 
mobile outpatient clinics.

Since 2018, as the Global Fund’s grant ended, the funding 
of the mobile outpatient clinics for HIV testing has been 
succeeded by the state.



2008
H.E.R.A. - leader of the civil movements   
defending the right to choice

The anti-abortion movement in Macedonia 
developed and gained momentum, with 
all-around outcries of nationalistic and re-
ligious rhetoric that undermined the wom-
en’s right to choice and put their reproduc-
tive freedom at risk. Demanding that the 
women’s health, life and bodily integrity be 
protected, H.E.R.A. spearheaded the civil 
movement that sought to uphold the right 
to abortion, giving rise to the 2009 Decla-
ration on the Right to Choice, signed by 41 
civil society organisations.



H.E.R.A. becomes a member of the International 
Planned Parenthood Federation

In 2009, H.E.R.A. was made a full member of the International Planned 
Parenthood Federation (IPPF), the largest service provider for sexual and 
reproductive health and advocate of sexual rights on a global scale. With 
the support from IPPF, we have grown over the years and became the 
leading organisation in the civil society sector when it comes to sexual and 
reproductive health and sexual rights policies and access to education and 
services.

“Stronger Together”

In 2009, H.E.R.A. helped the founding 
of “Stronger Together” – an informal 
network of community members pro-
viding self-help and advocacy for an 
improved access to HIV treatment. In 
2013, “Stronger Together” became a 
stand-alone community-based organ-
isation, and ever since then it has been 
fighting for better rights and non-dis-
crimination of persons living with HIV.

2009



2010

In 2010, following the example of Romania and 
Bulgaria, and supported by the Foundation 
Open Society – Macedonia, H.E.R.A. started the 
Roma Health Mediators programme, with the 
main objective to improve the access of Roma 
people to healthcare. H.E.R.A. helped create 
the first National Strategy on Health Mediators 
and raise the awareness of the importance 
of institutionalising this model in the public 
healthcare system. Over the years, in cooper-
ation with the “Panče Karaģozov” Secondary 
Medical School, we have trained and upskilled 
more than 30 health mediators.
 
Today, 10 or so Roma Health Mediators are ac-
tive in the field in several towns in Macedonia, 
and the programme is funded by the Ministry 
of Health.

Roma Health Mediators



Sexuality education
We took the first steps in advocating the introduction of 
sexuality education in our education system. Fresh out of print 
came the Comprehensive Sexuality Education Framework, 
presenting clear recommendations to the state institutions, 
practitioners, specialists and academics that CSE should be 
introduced as a separate and mandatory subject in the primary 

schools in Macedonia. Supported by H.E.R.A., the Framework 
was compiled by a working group gathering 23 organisations, 
including the Ministry of Education, Ministry of Health, Ministry 
of Labour and social Policy, state and university institutes, 
UNESCO, UNFPA, UNAIDS, civil society organisations and 
Professor Roger Ingham from the University of Southampton.

2010



2011
Sexy Neighbourhood

In 2011, Radio MOF aired the “Sexy Neighbourhood” show for 
the first time, a radio programme conceived by H.E.R.A.’s young 
volunteers, who lacked a creative electronic platform where 
they could talk about sexual and reproductive health and gen-

der equality. Ever since then, we can listen to the “Sexy Neigh-
bours” on Wednesdays, at least once a month, as they discuss 
various topics with both experts and human rights activists – no 
wonder they have produced as many as 100 shows by now!



Persons with disabilities

Since 2011, H.E.R.A. has been working on the public awareness 
raising and education programme for sexuality and reproduc-
tive health of persons with disabilities. We have initiated the 
creation of the Sexual and Reproductive Health Platform 
for Persons with Disabilities so that we could increase in 
number advocating for the right of persons with intellectual 

and physical disability to sexual and reproductive health. Up 
to now, together with our partners, we have been involved in 
continuous trainings and education sessions and we have de-
veloped manuals, and on every 3rd of December we mark the 
International Day of Persons with Disabilities by campaigning 
to raise the awareness of these people’s sexuality and needs.

2011



2012
In May 2012, the All-Party Parliamentary 
Group on HIV was established, gathering 
10 MPs from 6 political parties, which be-
came a member of the European Parlia-
mentary Forum (EPF) the same year. With 
every new composition of the Parliament, 
the All-Party Parliamentary Group on HIV 
becomes renewed with the support from 
H.E.R.A., which functions as the Group’s 
Secretariat. This Parliamentary Group has 
been actively involved in the efforts to en-
sure the sustainability of HIV programmes 
and to increase the treatment and pre-
vention budgets. In 2019, the group was 
renamed to APPG for SRH and HIV. 

Parliamentary Group 
on HIV Advocacy

Counselling Service for Drug Use Prevention 
among Young People
In 2012, in cooperation with the City 
of Skopje, we opened the Counselling 
Service for Psychotropic Substance Use 
Prevention among Young People and 
for Support to Parents. Annually, more 
than 500 young persons and parents 
receive drug prevention services in the “I 
Want to Know” Youth Centres. Moreover, 
we have organised promotion campaigns 
and year-round trainings for continuous 
education of Skopje secondary school 
teachers about drug use early prevention 
and detection. To this day, the Counselling 
Service remains the only such services in 
the country committed to drug and other 
substance use prevention among young 
people.



2013
H.E.R.A. Youth
H.E.R.A.Youth is a special informal youth group within H.E.R.A. 
that was founded in 2013 because young people want(ed) to 
be heard by the authorities and to take the matters in their 
own hands when it comes to their sexual and reproductive 
health and rights. Today, more than 50 young persons aged 16 

to 25 organise education session for comprehensive sexuality 
education, run the “Sexy Neighbourhood” radio show, advocate 
for access to contraceptives and for human rights and rouse 
and inform the young people with creative video activism. 



2013Mobile gynaecology outpatient clinic
In 2013, we opened the first mobile gynaecology outpatient clinic in Macedonia that pro-
vides free-of-charge reproductive health services to women from marginalised groups and 
rural areas, especially in locations lacking a general gynaecologist. Annually, these services 
are used by some 1000 women, mainly women sex workers, women drug users, and women 
in rural areas who have no access to a general gynaecologist.
Today, the mobile clinic is funded as part of the Ministry of Health’s HIV Prevention Pro-
gramme for the General Population. 

Domestic violence and the First Family Centre 
Since 2009, H.E.R.A. has started working on improving the access 
to protection services against domestic violence. At the very 
beginning, we strengthened the capacities of the Municipality 
of Strumica to prevent domestic violence, we helped open 
the local shelter centre there, and we developed the first local 
strategy and operational plan for the prevention of domestic 
violence on the level of municipality. 
In 2013, with the help from the City of Skopje, we opened the 
first specialised counselling service in the country that offers 
integrated services to women and children victims of gender-

based and domestic violence, and also provides psychosocial 
treatment to the perpetrators. Annually, around 300 persons use 
the centre’s services for psychosocial and legal support.



2014 Sexual rights and protection of  
LGBTI people against discrimination

In 2015, H.E.R.A. set out to strengthen the capacities of local 
and national institutions to deal with the discrimination against 
LGBTI people and to raise the public awareness of sexual 
rights by organising annual campaigns. Together with the 
Anti-Discrimination Commission and the Coalition “Margins”, 
H.E.R.A. has contributed for the development and adoption 
of a Protocol to be used by the Commission when handling 
cases of discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation and 
gender identity. From 2016 to 2019, in cooperation with the 
Municipalities of Kumanovo, Štip and Strumica, and with the 

Dutch Embassy’s support, we developed local action plans 
and local discrimination management protocols, which 
also integrate protection mechanisms for prevention of 
discrimination against LGBTI persons.

H.E.R.A. headed the initiative for setting up the first All-Party 
Group on the Rights of LGTBI Persons in the Assembly of 
Macedonia and has been advocating for sexual orientation 
and gender identity to be recognised as separate grounds for 
discrimination. 



2015The Šuto Orizari Women’s 
Initiative

Desiring to contribute for the protection of social, healthcare 
and reproductive rights of the Roma women, in 2012, H.E.R.A. 
launched the Roma women legal empowerment programme and 
opened an onsite education and legal assistance service for the 
Roma women. Every year since 2013, Roma women’s community 
in the municipality has been monitoring the quality of pregnant 
women’s access to reproductive services, and their conclusions and 
recommendations are then rendered into Community Scorecards. 

In 2015, the Šuto Orizari Women’s Initiative was formed, as an 
informal initiative of the Roma women, whose main mission is to 
protect and advocate the reproductive and health rights of its own 
community. As a result of its activities, in 2017, a gynaecological 
office was opened in Šuto Orizari, where 8000 women have had no 
access to a general gynaecologist for more than 10 years.



2016 Political activism for sexual and  
reproductive health

We remember the year 2016 after the deepening of the political 
crisis in the country, the continuous delegitimization of the 
sexual and reproductive rights, the absence of dialogue with 
the government on account of the proclaimed so-called “de-
sorosoisation” and supplemental regulation of the work of the 
civil society. Nothing other could be done than to take to the 
streets and defend the sexual and reproductive rights of women 

and of marginalised groups against the restrictive abortion law, 
budget cuts in HIV prevention and treatment, and denial of the 
right to comprehensive sexuality education. We have managed 
to sign several declarations with political parties ahead of the 
parliamentary elections, until the new government finally made 
political changes and financial efforts to protect and improve 
the sexual and reproductive health. 



2017Social entrepreneurship and  
the opening of “Nega Plus”
In 2017, “Nega Plus” was opened, our first social enterprise that employs long-term 
unemployed Roma women as caregivers in home-based care for the elderly people. 
Ever since then, “Nega Plus” services have been used by more than 20 families with 
elderly persons every year. 
We got actively involved in advocating for better policies on social entrepreneurship 
development in Macedonia, on both national and local levels. Since 2018 onwards, 
we have been strengthening the capacities of civil society organisations that work 
with marginalised groups and wish to set up their own social enterprises by providing 
trainings, mentorship and financial support to help their social businesses shoot up.



2018
State funding for HIV and sexual and    
reproductive health services

Rebranding

Since 2018, the Ministry of Health has provided domestic 
funding to ten or so civil society organisations working on 
HIV prevention among the marginalised groups. Since 2014, 
H.E.R.A. has headed the Sustainability Platform for HIV 
Prevention and Treatment Programmes, gathering 15 or so 
organisations that, following the conclusion of the Global Fund 
support in 2017, worked together on advocating the financial 

and programmatic sustainability of HIV programmes among 
marginalised groups. After 18 years of international funding of 
our services, today, the onsite confidential HIV counselling and 
testing for marginalised groups, as well as the ones provided in 
the “I Want To Know” Youth Centres, have been ensured from the 
Ministry of Health’s HIV Prevention Programme for the General 
Population.

In 2018, we got rebranded – H.E.R.A. became HERA. 
We refreshed our logo – we kept the red ribbon, as our 
distinguishing mark, but we also added the purple colour, 
as a symbol of gender equality that lies at the core of 
everything we do.



2019Six year later, a democratic 
abortion law was finally passed 
Since 2013, HERA has mobilised the civil movement for 
amending the restrictive abortion law that forced the women 
to adhere to a mandatory counselling followed by a three-day 
waiting period before abortion, with severe penalties stipulated 
for gynaecologists in case they violate the legal provisions. We 
took to the streets defending the right to choice, and many 
other organisations and citizens joined us. Without break, we 
conducted research and public campaigns to raise the public 
awareness of the adverse effects of the law on women’s rights 

and freedoms. We made many submissions to UN human rights 
committees concerning the protection of reproductive rights, 
demanding that the termination of pregnancy law be amended. 
With the change in government, in 2019, the Assembly passed a 
new law that eliminated all the obstacles in access to abortion - a 
law that deeply respects the reproductive freedom and is one of 
the most liberal ones in Europe. HERA was part of the Ministry 
of Health’s working group in charge of revising the old law and 
drafting the new legislation. 



2019
Political will for comprehensive 
sexuality education
In 2019, the Government of the Republic of North Macedonia 
adopted the plan for introducing a comprehensive sexuality 
education (CSE) pilot curriculum in 4 primary schools and, for the 
first time ever, showed a strong political will for its introduction 
in the formal education.
This has been the major accomplishment of HERA in its CSE 
advocacy over the past ten years, when the efforts of the CSE 

resource mobilisation working group, set up by the Government 
in 2017 at HERA’s initiative, have come to fruition. We have 
developed a two-year action plan for piloting CSE, which 
includes training of teachers and evaluation of the programme, 
the results and experiences of which will be transposed into the 
new strategy and the best education model for including CSE in 
the education system.



2019




