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Humanitarian crisis – an event or a chain of events that directly threatens the health, safety
and social wellbeing of a community or a larger group of people.
Humanitarian crises may differ in terms of their
scale, duration and cause. What is common to
them is that they prevent the people in satisfying
their basic needs for food, water and a safe home.
And that they stress – without exception – the inequalities in the society, especially when it comes
to access to healthcare services and decent work
and income.
We were reminded of this by the COVID-19 pandemic, something that we will remember 2020
by. Everyone felt its consequences, but it is clear
as day that the most affected ones were – and still
are – the ones who, owing to the deeply rooted social values and the privilege of the others, fell into
an even greater poverty, whose health worsened
even more, who became seemingly important just
enough to justify the alleged care by the authorities.
The invisible virus made the systemic exclusion
of the Roma, of persons with disabilities and of
the elderly and infirm even more visible – some
because could not afford to protect themselves
from the virus even if they knew how, and others
because they became even more isolated and dependent on the care from others.
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The curfew empowered the perpetrators at home,
and because of the absence of the systemic support, women had to sacrifice either their so-so
economic independence or their mental health,
juggling the care for children and working from
home. Those who were not fired risked their health
for a minimum wage – in supermarkets, fast fashion shops or garment factories, which almost never closed their doors.
Young people had a first-hand experience of what
it means to be physically distant from your peers
and from school, and to look for a job to no avail.
The reduced capacity of health facilities further
restricted the access to healthcare services by the
less privileged and frequently stigmatised, and
where the healthcare services were provided, they
were often illegally charged.
In other words, the pandemic clearly showed that
there exists a shadow pandemic that is equally
threatening to the public health. This pandemic
cannot be fixed with two doses of vaccines, rather, with a political will and determination to live in
a society where a pandemic, as the COVID-19 one,
will affect us all equally.
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ADDRESS BY THE
PRESIDENT AND THE
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
2020 marked 20 years since the foundation of
HERA. We started off as a small HIV organisation,
and today we have every reason to be tremendously proud of what we leave as our legacy for
sexual and reproductive health and gender
equality in Macedonia. The pandemic prevented
us from properly celebrating our jubilee, but it
could not keep us from remembering our success,
from rewarding some of our associates and
activists, and from making the commitment to
further contribute to a world where all people can
freely celebrate their sexuality and live in social
peace.
This year was marked, first and foremost, by the
solidarity with the people who were hit by the
pandemic the hardest. We never closed our services, because taking care of sexual and reproductive health must not stop in times of crisis.
On the contrary, it was exactly then that certain
groups found themselves in urgent need of our
support. We doubled our psychosocial support to
girls and women survivors of violence, and pregnant women were not left without their continuous antenatal care and counselling through mobile outpatient clinics. The Roma, persons with
disabilities and sex workers have particularly felt
the socioeconomic consequences from the pandemic, which is why we distributed more than
thousand humanitarian packages, free protection
materials and vitamin therapy. And our social enterprise, Nega Plus, helped more than 200 elderly
persons in Skopje by buying them groceries and
providing home care.

volunteers of HERA became more creative and
they used the social networks extensively for educating about sexual and reproductive health and
rights, which gave rise to the Feminist Book Club –
a safe place where girls can have open discussions
about the feminist movement.
We are particularly proud that after ten years of
fighting for integration of sexuality education in
our education systemic this optional subject has
finally become a part of the proposed primary
education reforms. In partnership with the Bureau for Educational Development, we started the
training of 15 teachers in the sexuality education
pilot programme that will be implemented in four
primary schools from September 2021. With this,
we hope to get the first pupils in Macedonia who
will have received sexuality education from their
teachers by the end of the year.
In 2020, new members of the Governing Board
were elected. All of them women, and all of them
incredibly enthusiastic to pick HERA up where
Iva, Kristijan, Katerina and Viktor left off.
At the end, we would like to express our heartfelt
gratitude to all our donors and associates, civil society organisations and networks, our members,
employed staff and volunteers, for all their support throughout the year. Let’s hope 2021 is a quieter year filled with health.

In times when schools were closed and the movement of people restricted, digital technology
helped us continue our sexuality education of the
young people. Together with the young people
who were interested to learn more about it, we,
too, learned about this approach. Even the young
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ABOUT HERA
MISSION

VISION
All people enjoy their
sexuality freely and in
social wellbeing.

HERA leads a citizen
action and encourages
social change to ensure
sexual rights for all and to
enable improved sexual
and reproductive health
education and services,
especially for
the marginalised
communities.

VALUES
Equality
Equity
Social justice
Empowerment
Youth participation
Diversity
Freedom of choice
Feminism

ADVO CACY
HERA took part in all the national law- and policy-making processes in regard to the promotion of
sexual and reproductive health and gender issues. HERA was one of the main promoters for change
of the restrictive law on termination of pregnancy in 2019. For many years now, HERA has been the
leader of a group of organisations successfully advocating for HIV and SRH services for the marginalised groups to be funded from the national budget in order to maintain the low HIV prevalence in
the country.
SE RVIC ES
With its stationary and mobile services, HERA covers more than 6,000 clients a year, in particularly persons who are at social risk. We provide free and confidential STI testing, contraceptives, gynaecological and dermatological examinations, ultrasound check-ups, Pap testing, counselling and
support against violence. HERA is the major provider of HIV testing in the country, especially among
the marginalised groups of young people. With our First Family Centre, we are the only ones offering
protection and support to persons affected by violence – women and children, but also psychosocial
treatment of the perpetrators.
E D UCATION AND YO UTH PARTICIPATI O N
With its team of educators, HERA is the only organisation that provides informal comprehensive sexuality education for the young people. The HERA Youth team consists of more than 50 volunteers who
use peer education, creative workshops and digital tools to promote sexual and reproductive health
of the young people and gender equality. HERA trains around 300 service providers annually on such
topics as sexual and reproductive health, reproductive rights and protection against violence, so as to
expand the access to these services beyond its offices.

E MPOWER IN G WO MEN
Being one of the socially most vulnerable groups in the country, HERA provides support to the
Roma women and several informal groups in improving their social, health and economic rights.
Caregivers are trained in HERA’s social enterprise, Nega Plus, to provide homecare for the elderly,
while the paralegal assistance programmes prepare the Roma women to provide onsite services
for the protection of social and reproductive rights. Since 2019, we have been supporting the Roma
women’s advocacy group aiming at creating better employment opportunities for them on the labour market.
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CLINICAL GUIDELINES FOR
MEDICAL ABORTION
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In 2020, the working group formed by the Ministry of Health worked on preparing the clinical
guidelines for safe abortion. As a member of this
group, HERA advocated for a proper recognition of
the World Health Organisation standards in regulating the ways in which the healthcare services
related to safe abortion are to be provided. In reviewing the guidelines, HERA involved experts
from the Swedish Karolinska University. The Clinical Guidelines on Safe Abortion were approved
by the Ministry on 31 December. Moreover, the
preventive Mother & Child Health Protection Programme 2021 allocated 500,000 denars for piloting the medical abortion. For now, this is the only
way to start using this method of termination of
pregnancy, considering that the drugs have not yet
been made available in the country.
The pilot-programme, which is set to be launched
in 2021 at the Gynaecology and Obstetrics University Clinic, should demonstrate that medical
abortion is equally acceptable to women who wish
to terminate their unplanned pregnancy with the
help of drugs as it is with the surgical procedure.
This will develop the evidence base for the need
of greater availability of medical abortion in the
health facilities in the future. This will require continuous allocations from the national prevention
programmes for the procurement of drugs used in
medical abortion until they become registered.

HERA also produced a brochure on COVID-19 and
the right to a medical abortion, indicating the need
for a greater availability of this method during
the pandemic, because abortion-related services
should be one of the top priorities of any government concerned with women’s reproductive
health. It was exactly the right to medical abortion
that was in the focus of our activities that marked
the Global Safe Abortion Day, so that we could better inform the women, but also remind the authorities and the health facilities of the obligations
they have to fulfil in the future to ensure its greater
availability.

…a proper procurement was for the first time
made at the clinic in the last couple of months…
Now, in this modern and truly European way,
in addition to the standard, the medical abortion
can be performed as well.
- Venko Filipče,
Minister for Health
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TAKING CARE OF PREGNANCY DURING THE PANDEMIC –
NATIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS
Medical information coming from all around the
world suggested that majority of pregnant women
infected with the Coronavirus present with mild to
moderate symptoms similar to that of the flu, or
they show no symptoms at all and they fully recuperate after a while.
However, following a decision by the Government,
pregnant women were classified as vulnerable
category of citizens and they were relieved from
work, mainly as a measure of precaution. Due to
the restricted access to gynaecological practices
and hospitals, the number of antenatal examinations was reduced and only emergencies were admitted. General gynaecologists required additional guidance from the responsible institutions so as
to provide optimal care for the pregnant women
during the pandemic.

With the start of the pandemic, together with experts from the Macedonian Association of Gynaecologists and Obstetricians, and supported
by UNFPA, HERA set out to develop the national
guidelines for gynaecologists and other healthcare professionals on monitoring the health status of pregnant women during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Drawing on the global practices and scientific evidence from the ongoing research and national
protocols, in particularly from the UK and USA,
we participated in producing two editions of interim recommendations for managing pregnancy
during the pandemic, in April and November.
In addition to distributing the national guidelines
to all gynaecologists in the country, online trainings were delivered on how to use the algorithms
for facilitated choice of procedures to be taken
with patients with suspected or confirmed infection, including during the antenatal control appointments, triage of patients reporting COVID-19
symptoms, hospitalisation of risky patients, childbirth completion methods, and postnatal period.
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National guidelines also included recommendations for optimising the check-ups of pregnant
women so as not to lose the benefits from the regular antenatal care and follow-up, the number of
which can be reduced, as needed, so as to prevent
the pregnant women from contracting COVID-19.
These trainings were accredited by the Doctors’
Chamber of Macedonia. By the end of the year, a
total of 129 gynaecologists were covered with the
trainings, which will continue to be delivered in
2021, integrating the latest scientific and medical
data on the SARS-CoV-2 virus impact on pregnant
women’s health.
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THERE IS NO “PAUSE BUTTON” FOR HIV PREVENTION
DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC
The pandemic has put the populations already at risk from HIV in an even greater risk of becoming
infected with the Coronavirus, due to their marginalisation. Elder persons living with HIV or persons
living with HIV who have heart or lung conditions are at greater risk of becoming infected with the virus and developing more serious symptoms. This, of course, does not mean that during a pandemic the
need for HIV testing should be neglected, as the testing for and the treatment of HIV and other STIs constitutes one of the crucial health protection services in times of humanitarian crisis. Therefore, our HIV
prevention and onsite testing services were not closed; rather, they were adjusted to the new situation,
in compliance with the newly introduced protection measures.

At the very onset of the crisis, an HIV risk assessment was carried out digitally, and only those who
needed were referred to our stationary testing
services. The need for HIV testing is reflected in
the numbers: in the course of 2020, in cooperation
with partner organisations from 11 cities across
the country, a total of 2,361 HIV testing and counselling services were provided, only 10% less than
the year before. Almost half of these, or 1,010 HIV
tests were performed among the population of
men who have sex with men. HIV tests were performed to 574 people who inject drugs and 539
women sex workers, too. The HIV testing services
detected the HIV-positive status of 11 persons.
These persons were then referred to the healthcare system for follow-up treatment and support.
We distributed 7,192 condoms, 3,810 lubricants
and 1,365 information and education materials.
Supported by ViiV-Healthcare, and in cooperation
with STAR-STAR, we trained 7 HIV counsellors
from the community of women sex workers, and
we organised further outreach HIV testing among
women sex workers. We conducted a media campaign to raise the awareness of the importance of
HIV testing during a pandemic. With the support
from the Alliance for Public Health, additional 18
HIV counsellors from 11 civil society organisations
in the country were accredited.

In February 2020 I did the HIV test
in HERA. The test was positive.
The very notion of being HIV-positive,
especially during a pandemic, sounded horrifying. However, thanks to the staff of the “I
Want To Know” Youth Centre, and later,
of the Infectious Diseases and Febrile Conditions Clinic, I overcome the bad feelings and
I came to realise that life goes on and that I
have to deal with my new health condition.
It’s been one year now, I take my anti-HIV
therapy regularly, and my health has
improved, all because of the early
detection of the HIV virus.
- Testimonial by a client of HERA’s
“I Want To Know” Youth Centre
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THE ŠUTO ORIZARI WOMEN’S INITIATIVE
ACTIVE IN THE FIELD DURING THE PANDEMIC
The pandemic has intensified the consequences for the overall socio-economic and health status of
the Roma, and of Roma women in particular. Since the start of the pandemic, 66% of the Roma women in Šuto Orizari have lost their regular income that was necessary to satisfy the basic needs in their
lives. Roma women specifically need hygiene products and personal safety kits, so that they can protect
themselves from COVID-19 to the maximum extent possible.

2020 was particularly important because, following a year without gynaecologists in Šuto Orizari, by the end of the year the Ministry of Health
signed a contract with a new family gynaecologist,
who should start the gynaecology practice in early
2021. The Šuto Orizari Women’s Initiative was fully involved in the consultations with the Ministry
and the interested gynaecologists so as to ensure
the reproductive care for 8,000 to 13,000 women
in the municipality.

education about social and health rights. Six community forums were organised where 50 Roma
women could discuss the burning issues of their
everyday lives: protection from COVID-19, child
marriage prevention, sexual and reproductive
health protection, employment opportunities and
greater economic independence. The Šuto Orizari
Women’s Initiative distributed 400 humanitarian
packages to the most at risk Roma families, including masks, disinfectants and an information
brochure on COVID-19.

According to the Community Scorecard for the
Roma women’s access to reproductive health services during the pandemic, it is concerning that
the family gynaecologist’s services were provided free of charge to only 14% of the women, compared to the 43% in 2019. Roma paralegals registered 107 cases of unlawful charging for services
by the general gynaecologist, and a lot of cases
when the pregnant women were not given all the
necessary antenatal examinations.

The decision of the UN Committee on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women was particularly important, as it found violation
of the right to equal treatment and discrimination in the case of two women in Šuto Orizari that
were prevented from receiving gynaecological
services. In addition to the established violation
of the reproductive rights of the Roma women,
the UN Committee provided recommendations to
the state to implement structural changes and to
eliminate the harmful practices in the Roma women’s access to gynaecological services.

This year, through the onsite provision of services,
715 clients used the Initiative’s legal assistance,
and 21 clients were accompanied to specific social
and health facilities to help them receive their entitlements. A total of 994 families, including 150
pregnant women, were covered with the onsite
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NEGA PLUS TAKES CARE OF THE ELDERLY PERSONS
DURING THE PANDEMIC
The available statistical data show that the number of elderly persons has increased between 2008 and
2018 by 2.6%. As years go by, the need for providing home-based care to the elderly and infirm persons
becomes increasingly great, whereas the capacities to deliver this service remain restricted. The elderly
persons and persons suffering from chronic diseases are among the most affected when it comes to the
risk of dying from COVID-19, and the restriction of their movement and social interaction, as a national
prevention measure, contributed for the decreased demand for the homecare services in the course of
the year. The fear of elderly persons to come into contact with people from the outside was great and
justified.

Although the number of regular clients (16 people in 2020) who receive the homecare services
from Nega Plus was significantly lower this year,
our social enterprise never closed its business.
The USAID support in providing care to elderly
persons and persons with disabilities among the
Roma population in the municipalities of Kisela Voda, Karpoš and Šuto Orizari helped a great
deal in keeping Nega Plus running.
Our caregivers helped 153 clients coming from
Roma families with elderly persons and persons
with disabilities with their housekeeping and
cleaning, and delivery of food and hygiene products. Moreover, in the course of the year, Nega
Plus hired two more caregivers from the Roma
community to provide homecare services.
In November 2020, Nega Plus and HERA, in cooperation with the Ministry of Labour and Social
Policy and the Municipality of Kisela Voda, signed
an agreement on developing social services for
home-based care and assistance to elderly persons. The project “We take care of the ones who
cared for us” will create a local service for the infirm persons and persons with chronic diseases
who live in the Municipality of Kisela Voda. This is
just one of the several projects that will be implemented across the entire country so as to promote
and develop the social services pursuant to the requirements of the new Law on Social Protection.
In December, Nega Plus started the three-month
training of 18 long-term unemployed persons in
the municipality who will be trained as homecare
providers to elderly persons and who will be able
to start working in May 2021.

To those pensioners who don’t have
anybody, this service is really helpful.
- A Nega Plus client

The process of national licencing of Nega Plus as
a social service provider in compliance with the
Homecare Service Provision Rulebook is expected
to be completed in the beginning of 2021.
Moreover, Nega Plus will keep expanding its team
of caregivers and will introduce a new line of services for its clients.
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ROMA WOMEN ACTIVISTS ADVOCATE FOR A
GREATER EMPLOYMENT OF ROMA WOMEN
The unemployment of Roma women, as a marginalised group of citizens, was only underscored
during the crisis caused by the pandemic. As many
as 67% of Roma women are unemployed, and 74%
of them are faced with loss of finances, as their informal and honoraria work was terminated.
In 2019, with the support from the Swedish foundation Kvinna Till Kvinna, a group of Roma women
activists was formed, “An Employed Roma Woman
= Strong Roman Woman”, that advocates for equal
employment opportunities for all Roma women in
the country.

In 2020, Roma women activists monitored the
employment of Roma women and the implementation of economic measures for dealing with the
crisis caused by COVID-19. Out of the total of 4,632
registered unemployed Roma women, almost 95%
have no education or have completed only primary education. It is a devastating fact that only 2.4%
of the Roma women have used the active employment measures in the first half of the year. Moreover, out of 25,276 employed staff in 141 state institutions, only 203 come from the Roma ethnic
background. Of those, only 38% are women, and
only 4 Roma women hold managerial positions.

In the course of the year, this group worked on
strengthening their capacities on advocating,
gender equality and public speaking so that the 8
members activists can acquire more knowledge
and better skills and become capable of advocating more successfully for the promotion of national policies on increased employment of Roma
women. The activists of “Employed Roma Woman
= Strong Roma Woman” worked in close cooperation with representatives from the municipalities of Karpoš, Gazi Baba, Kisela Voda and Gjorče
Petrov on developing local action plans for employment of Roma women.

Out of the 16 ministries, only three – the Ministry
of Health, the Ministry of Local Self-Government
and the Ministry of Environment and Physical
Planning – do not have any Roma women among
their staff. Out of the total of 56 monitored municipalities, only 11 local self-government units
have employed Roma women. When it comes to
the Employment Service Agency’s activation measures aimed at the unemployed persons, only 14%,
or 40 out of the 287 Roma women have successfully completed the active employment measures.

It was a successful accomplishment that the Council of the Municipality of Karpoš adopted the activities from this plan, which will contribute to the
employment on the local level in 2021. In the video-interviews conducted by the Roma women activists, Mayors of the municipalities of Gazi Baba,
Karpoš and Kisela Voda committed to increase
the employment of Roma women on the local level. These activists were also a part of the national
working group that worked on preparing the new
National Operational Plan for Employment.
We will support young Roma women in
finding employment in companies,
including in the Municipality of Gazi Baba,
where it has been provided for at least one
Roma person to be employed and work
on Roma-related issues.
- Boris Georgievski, Mayor of the
Municipality of Gazi Baba
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VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN –
A SHADOW PANDEMIC DURING THE QUARANTINE
COVID-19 increased the gender-based violence worldwide. Violence against women was interpreted as
a “shadow pandemic” because women and girls were in a way “trapped” with the perpetrators they live
with. The number of femicides has drastically increased in some countries.
Therefore, the pandemic imposed the need for seeking out alternative digital tools to keep providing
psychosocial support to victims of violence.

In the course of the year, the First Family Centre
(FFC) saw an 10% increase in the number of survivors of violence compared to the previous years.
A total of 289 persons used the FFC services, including women and children victims of violence.
On account of the quarantine and the restricted
movement, almost 70% of the services were available only online or by telephone. During the “16
Days of Activism”, online workshops were organised on sexual harassment in public spaces, involving 126 students from the high schools SUGS
Mihajlo Pupin, SUGS Osmi Septemvri, SUGS Arsenij Jovkov and SUGS Vasil Antevski Dren.
In September, a team of FFC psychologists, social
workers and psychotherapists held two-day team
meeting where they shared their experiences
from working during the pandemic, and gave suggestions for improving the teamwork. The work of
the FFC has been supported by the City of Skopje
for 6 years now. Since September 2020, the First
Family Centre has started providing free legal support and counselling, with the support from the
Sigrid Trust Fund.

Testimonial:
The Positive Side of the Pandemic
Lj.M. is a 33-year-old woman from Skopje. She has
been married for 8 years and has been suffering
psychological and physical violence. She has two
sons, aged 4 and 8, from the marriage with her
husband.
Lj.M. was immediately involved in the counselling process. She was supported to report the case
to the Social Work Centre. Because the client had
no visible signs of physical violence, nor she had
medical documentation verifying the earlier injuries, the Centre failed to recognise the psychological violence and they played down the situation
and the fear faced by Lj.M. We insisted that they
open a case and refer Lj.M. and her husband to FFC
counselling.
The husband never showed up for the counselling, but Lj.M. proceeded with individual sessions
so as to overcome the experienced trauma, and
became encouraged to break the cycle of violence
and stand up for herself and her children. In cooperation with other organisations, she was also
provided with free legal assistance. After a while,
Lj.M. felt sufficiently empowered to petition for divorce and move in with her parents, together with
her children. The divorce proceedings have ended,
and Lj.M. today works closely with our counsellors
on improving her parenting skills.
I saw the quarantine as an excellent
opportunity to take action and distance myself from there. The quarantine made a positive
impact on my decisions. Without the First Family
Centre I would not have succeeded in returning
to the normal, I would not have become what I am
today. Without their unreserved support, I would
not have been able to break the cycle of violence
and dysfunctional living and I would not have
been able to devote myself to me and to my children, so that I can provide them with a normal
childhood and normal future.
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“I WANT TO KNOW” SERVICES WITHIN A HAND’S REACH TO
CITIZENS AND THE VULNERABLE DURING THE PANDEMIC
The quarantine and the restricted movement during a health crisis have undoubtedly hampered the
access to healthcare services and have particularly impacted the most vulnerable and persons living
in substandard conditions. Socio-economic and psychological barriers have, on one hand, significantly
reduced the access to the basic services and products, and on the other, they have increased the stress
and anxiety among people, which, in return, increases the risk from sexually transmitted infections.
As many as 30% of women in Macedonia reported that the pandemic has had a negative impact on their
mental health.

At the peak of the pandemic, the “I Want to Know”
Youth Centres did not close and they continued
providing online counselling on SRH. Initially, the
assessment of the needs for examination or therapy for a possible STI were made based on photos
sent to the dermatovenereologist. Risk assessments for HIV infection were made by telephone,
and appointments for testing, diagnosing and
treatment were scheduled.
Although working reduced hours, in the first 3
months of the pandemic the youth centres kept
providing services with physical attendance, all
the while complying with the anti-COVID-19 protocols. As of June, the work of the youth centres
was fully restored to normal. A total of 2,111 clients
received services in the course of 2020 in the two
youth centres, with more than 70% coming from
the marginalised groups.
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The number of HIV and STI tests dropped by 30%
compared to the year before, however, the number of the distributed oral contraceptives and IUDs
increased, especially among women sex workers.
6,487 condoms and 2,651 lubricants were distributed, too. In September, 16 service providers went
through training for prevention, diagnosis and
treatment of STI in men.
For three years now, the work of the “I Want to
Know” Youth Centres has been supported by the
HIV Preventive Programme of the Ministry of
Health.
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MOBILE GYNAECOLOGICAL OUTPATIENT CLINIC –
AN IMPORTANT RESOURCE FOR REPRODUCTIVE CARE
DURING THE PANDEMIC
The consequences arising from the pandemic and the reduced capacities of healthcare workers did not
bypass the women living in rural areas. Their health is additionally affected by the socio-economic inability to receive the healthcare services, the poor infrastructure and the reduced number of healthcare
workers working in the rural outpatient clinic. As many as 80% of the female population in the city of Vinica lack access to gynaecological services, and in the cities of Pehčevo and Delčevo even 90% of women
do not have a family gynaecologist. Reduced income has had an impact on the access and the quality of
reproductive care also for sex workers.
The mobile gynaecological outpatient clinic covered a total of 741 women in 2020. 206 of these
were sex workers, and 104 were girls and women
who use drugs. The Ministry of Health has been
supporting the mobile gynaecological outpatient
clinic for the marginalised women for three years
now, and in the course of 2020, this mobile service
was also supported by the British embassy. And
so, the reproductive health services, such as Pap
testing or ultrasound check-ups, became more
accessible to women in cities and surrounding rural areas where there is a lack of gynaecologists:
Delčevo, Vinica, Štip, Kočani, Bitola, Prilep, Kumanovo and Gostivar. A total of 238 women from
these sub-urban cities and the surrounding rural
areas received services for prevention of cervical
cancer.
Number of clients

2.111

311

Number of HIV tests

Number of IUDs

9

% of marginalised and
vulnerable categories
Number of STI tests

Number of condoms

71%

116

6,487

% of children and youth
(10-24 years of age)

45%

% of
women

Number of distributed emergency
and oral contraceptives

68%

141

Number of young persons who were
taught topics related to sexuality education

100

80 vitamin packages were distributed to pregnant
women from rural areas through the mobile gynaecology outpatient clinic free of charge. IUDs
were applied in several women, and condoms and
oral contraceptives were distributed, too, so as to
prevent unintended pregnancy.
No one has ever come to this village before to
offer free services. If it was not for the mobile
outpatient clinic, some girls would have never
seen what a gynaecological examination is.
This is an excellent team and we want
them to come more often.
- a client in the mobile gynaecological
outpatient clinic
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ONLINE SERVICES FOR YOUNG PEOPLE, PARENTS AND
PARTNERS AT RISK FROM USING SUBSTANCES
Some of the major risks triggered by the pandemic were anxiety, depression, and also the risk of using
substances. Young people faced an extraordinary situation that drastically changed their everyday life
habits and shook their psychological stability. According to the European Drug Report, 2020 has seen
an increased consumption and production of cannabis (15% more in the young population compared to
the year before) and the emergence of laboratories for production of new substances.

In the course of the year, through the Counselling
centre for protection against substance use and
risks, our team of psychiatrists provided continuous counselling online, in person and by telephone, to young people, their partners and parents. Expressed in numbers, a total of 291 clients
received counselling and support against the risk
from drug use and the use of psychotropic substances, 169 of whom were young persons below
24 years of age, and 88 were parents. In the period
from February to May, when the state of emergency was in force, the number of clients significantly
increased compared to the same period the years
before.
Several trainings were organised by the end of the
year for high school teachers on detecting, preventing and intervening in cases of peer violence
and substance use, which covered a total of 22
teachers from 13 highs schools in Skopje.
The work of this Counselling centre has been supported, for more than 7 years now, from the Social
Protection of Children Programme of the City of
Skopje.

They were here for me when it
was the hardest; I sometimes called
the doctor during the night.
I’m immensely grateful to them
for everything.
- a client

13

2020 ANNUAL REPORT

COVID-19 DID NOT STOP HERA YOUTH FROM TALKING
ABOUT COMPREHENSIVE SEXUALITY EDUCATION
Even though this was “the year of the quarantine”,
filled with fear, changes and challenges, young
people from HERA did not forget about the needs
of their peers and they remained alert even in
times of crisis. Not only did they remain active,
they also “moved” their CSE online.
Same as before the crisis, from March onwards the
Internet was and remained the main source of information about CSE-related topics. Some 10% of
the young people faced problems when trying to
provide contraceptives during the pandemic.

More than 70 new volunteers, 10 new peer educators and at least 20 cooperation activities with
partner organisations and individuals are just a
fraction of the success of HERA Youth in 2020. We
trained 162 young persons on CSE and we aired
17 episodes of the Sexy Neighbourhood, which,
during the quarantine, was moved online with
guests in live programmes. In 2020 we “opened”
the new readers’ club – the Feminist Book Club,
which brought us 50 new members and a lot more
titles that inspired long evening discussions.
The “Young People Demand” exhibition is worth
mentioning – an artistic installation with which
the young people made an appeal to the institutions to provide contraceptives in the country.
HERA Youth proved as columnists, too, and found
their place on Platform.mk, and with the audio-columns on Samoglas – the first platform of
audio books in Macedonian language. HERA Youth
took part in the Kultivator festival, where they
screened a SRH and CSE videos.
We were impressed with “Ask the CSE Educator”.
Young people had the opportunity to ask question on Instagram and other social networks about
anything they want to know about SRH and sexual rights, and our educators provided the answers
in video addresses. The youth group conducted
continuous online campaigns that recommended
films, music, books, we had online psychological
support sessions, we celebrated the birthday of the
Sexy Neighbourhood, we organised open days for
volunteers…

The CSE evaluation that we made in 2020 showed
that although the level of information on CSE-related topics has increased among all young persons who had received informal education, a better progress was noticed among boys and among
young Albanians, something we are particularly
happy about.
„Realistically, what we had learned before was
banal, and here we improved it, and we learned
exactly what we were supposed to know.“
„Mainly the things we had never learned in
school… but, most of all, about the diseases.“
- young persons during the
CSE education sessions
„Is there anything more positive in our country
than young people helping other young people
even when it is the hardest, talking about topics
that concern them and for which there is no one
they can go to, especially in times of crises,
when the access to doctors, gynaecologists, psychologists, even to pharmacies is restricted?!
Our young people keep reminding us every
day that the key to a happy future lies with them,
and that they have a lot to say, indeed, they just
need to be provided with the necessary space! “
- Meri Cvetkovska,
HERA Youth coordinator
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COMPREHENSIVE SEXUALITY EDUCATION
SOON IN SCHOOLS
In November 2019, the Government adopted a decision to pilot the comprehensive sexuality education
(CSE) as an optional subject in several primary schools in the 9th grade, however, the onset of the pandemic postponed the implementation that was planned to begin with the new school year in September
2020. During the COVID-19 pandemic, teachers remained generally aware of the importance of CSE, and
a fairly decent number of the teachers have shown interest to be involved in the training on CSE.
A particularly large share (89-90%) agree that it is important to teach the topics related to sexual violence, physical changes in puberty, differences between the sexes and gender equality and characteristics of a healthy relationship.
To better prepare the teachers from the selected
schools to pilot the CSE, together with the Bureau
for Educational Development, in December 2020,
we started the process of their training. 15 teachers who had applied voluntarily completed the sixday training. The training consisted of practical
and theoretical input: through interactive workshops and lectures the teachers completed the basic trainings in CSE-related topics, such as gender,
relations and relationships, body and body image,
SRH, sexuality, violence and civil aspects. In order
to better implement the CSE, a Teacher’s Practical
Guide on Safeguarding was developed providing
guidelines on how to make the students feel safe
and protected during the CSE lessons.
The results from the research that was last year
conducted among 1,300 young persons will help
us identify the adequate approach and tools to
measure the benefits the students will have from
the CSE pilot programme as of September 2021.
I’m very thankful for the most interesting
training in my professional development.
I really need to be able to feel truly comfortable
and safe and be certain of what I am supposed to
transfer to my pupils, to make sure the content
is properly instructed and understood.
- from the teachers in the training
A particular success achieved this year was that
the new concept of primary education reforms,
announced by the Ministry of Education and Science, recognises the CSE as one of the free optional subjects in the 9th grade. And not only this; the
concept also provides that topics such as SRH, violence, non-discrimination and human rights be
integrated in the overall syllabus of the primary
education.
15

Recognising the CSE with this concept is a sign
that young people will finally be taken care of by
the State during their development.

Sexuality education is often perceived as
something that should not be discussed in
schools. However, once we simplify it, and we say
that we are talking about non-violence, accepting oneself and one’s own body, building relations with other people, building partner relations, and discussing one’s emotions,
then everybody agrees and says
it is indeed necessary.
- Mila Carovska,
Minister for Education and Science
In the meantime, with the support from the International Planned Parenthood Foundation and the
Sigrid Trust Fund, together with the Bureau for
Educational Development, we proceed with the
continuous education of the teachers, too. We will
work on a better understanding of the concept of
CSE among the parents and their sensibilisation,
mainly because of the reactions of part of the public who refuse to accept this school subject, to reassure them that the purpose of CSE is to ensure
the young people’s health and safety, rather than
keep them as taboos, with some even believing
that such discussions can bring no good to the
young people and will only distort their values.
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SOCIAL ENTERPRISES AS AN INNOVATIVE BUSINESS
FOR A MORE HUMANE SOCIETY
Last year the whole world was faced with health, economic and social crisis caused by the COVID-19
pandemic, which only highlighted the challenges and the systemic inequalities within the global economic system that we had already been facing.
By the end of the year, the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy, in cooperation with the World Bank,
launched a large-scale project on developing social services, which will also develop a significant potential for Roma to become service providers as part of social enterprises.

The benefits from developing social enterprises
and the potential for improving the opportunities
for their support were discussed at the conference
“Social Entrepreneurship: Innovative Model for a
More Humane Society”, which marked the completion of the 30-month project “Opening Opportunities” supported by the European Union.
The conference was attended by 134 participants,
and among the speakers were high state officials
who gave their commitment to improving the climate in the country for the development of social
enterprises.

tiatives Nadež and the Roma Youth Centre Metamorfoza, who, in the capacity of our sub-grantees,
trained 50 Roma women on providing services
within their respective social enterprises, shared
their experiences in a video that we produced in
order to promote their work. Moreover, three of
these organisations provided direct support to the
most vulnerable in times of crisis, including free
homecare and grocery shopping for the elderly,
5,000 sewn and distributed masks in the Roma
community in the Municipality of Šuto Orizari,
and free laundry washing and ironing services for
25 Roma families in Štip.

Here I learned many things, I have power,
I am capable. To be able to do this job means
to have money in your pocket every day.
- a trained Roma woman from „Progres“

If we invest in social enterprises and in
this way we include the ones who have no jobs,
or find it difficult to get one, or who lack working
skills, we will be able to bridge the gap and
maintain the poverty at least at the level
it is today.
- Mila Carovska,
Deputy Prime Minister for Еconomic Аffairs
Six civil society organisations, Association for Protection and Education of Roma Children and Youth
Progress, Roma Association Čerenje, Association
for Support and Development Humanost, the Red
Cross of the City of Skopje, Centre for Social Ini-

I am very happy that I’ve started working,
to be able to bring a salary home and support
my family. I’ve never been employed before,
I’ve been everywhere looking for a job, and no
one cared to take me, having no school.
- a trained Roma woman from „Čerenje“

In one word, this gives me confidence,
because no matter what happens in the future,
even if I lost my job, I would be able to survive
now that I have this profession, to work
with decorative cosmetics.
- a trained Roma woman from the
Roma Youth Centre „Metamorfoza“
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MORE SPECIALISED SERVICES FOR A STRONGER SUPPORT TO
THE SURVIVORS OF GENDER-BASED AND DOMESTIC VIOLENCE
In our country, more than 90% of perpetrators are men, and more than 80% of the victims are women. Although the Council of Europe Convention on Preventing and Combating Violence against Women
and Gender-Based Violence (the Istanbul Convention) was ratified, very few specialised services can be
offered to support the survivors. Although the Ministry of Social Affairs has set up counselling services
for survivors of gender-based and domestic violence in 6 municipalities, 2 crisis centres and 2 shelter
centres, still, there is a large gap in the systemic support, especially for the civil society organisations
that work on the protection from gender-based violence on local level.
With an adequate programme and financial support, these organisations could build the capacity to
provide the services to the survivors, thereby improving the access to the services, especially in the municipalities outside of Skopje.

In the course of the year, with the support from UN
Women, HERA conducted a self-assessment of the
capacities of civil society organisations outside of
Skopje to provide specialised services to the survivors of gender-based violence (GBV) and domestic violence. Nine local organisations working on
prevention of domestic violence took part in this
self-assessment. Furthermore, onsite visits were
carried out with 4 of the organisations. The assessment findings showed that majority of organisations have limited human resources for service provision, minimum to optimally developed
infrastructural capacities to satisfy the standards
for provision of specialised protection services for
GBV, and the financial sustainability seem to be
the greatest challenge of all organisations.
In December, we started providing technical support to three of these organisations, in Štip, Strumica and Veles, which includes providing office
equipment for their services, developing internal
regulations on service provision and strengthening the knowledge and skills of their service
providers to work with the victims of GBV and
domestic violence. In December we delivered the
first training on introduction to the basics of gender-based violence and the principles of service
provision to survivors of violence. The training
covered 9 representatives from the three selected
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civil society organisations together with 5 representatives from the social work centres from these
cities.
In 2021, together with the selected CSOs and the
social work centres, we will organise additional
specialised trainings that will focus on improving
the knowledge and the skills about the protection
system, the standards and the referral system,
providing psychosocial support to the survivors,
and case management. A handbook for service
providers will be developed with the support from
Sigrid Trust Fund.
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MEDIA AND CAMPAIGNS
HERA on the social media

Year

Facebook
(followers)

Twitter
(followers)

YouTube
(views)

2020

19,491

1,890

62,800

2019

18,672

1,850

37,100

Information means health – especially in times of crisis
During the state of emergency caused by the
COVID-19 pandemic, the needs of women and
marginalised persons related to their sexual and
reproductive health must not be neglected. On the
contrary, although with half the capacities, health
facilities must remain open exactly for them.
With this in mind, we informed which are the essential healthcare services for sexual and reproductive health that the Government must guarantee continuous access to, especially in times of
crisis.
This, among other things, includes childbirth
during COVID-19, as well as pregnancy care, so
we prepared a brochure giving advice to pregnant
women and useful information about medical examinations.

We have forgotten neither the most important
general information about health and rights nor
the social and economic measures aimed at the
citizens – because your rights are in force during
the pandemic, too.
Finally, together with the Ministry of Health and
UNFPA we developed the Interim Recommendations to facilitate the work of the healthcare professionals who come into contact with pregnant
patients (first version, second version).
And we compiled them all together – here.

We firmly believe that safe abortion must be
among the top priorities of the state – if the state
truly wants to protect the reproductive health
of women. Therefore, we prepared information
about abortion care during COVID-19 in our country, and also about the importance of medical
abortion that should become the primary option
for termination of pregnancy in times of crisis.
What should we know about sex during COVID-19
includes advices about sex life, which was not
spared from the pandemic, and it gives answers
to questions about sex that have probably turned
over in everyone’s mind.
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20 years of HERA!
This year HERA celebrated its 20th anniversary. In this occasion, we awarded certificates of recognition to our
donors, partner organisations, expert
associates, journalists, activists, civil servants, service providers and the
founders of the organisation – because
we know first-hand what it means to
support one’s first steps, to acknowledge the success and be the wind at
one’s back.

Jubilees like this are the right opportunity
to take a break and look back, to see where
we have started off, what was our idea,
what was our objective, what we have
learned along the way, where we have
tripped and fell, how we got back to our
feet, how far we have reached.
Here are some photos capturing the atmosphere at the official celebration of the anniversary.
Our memories of the beginnings of our story, the challenges, the lessons learned and the most important achievements have been compiled in a single place – in this video time machine and in the monograph dedicated to the past 20 years of activism for social, sexual and reproductive rights.
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European hiv testing week – for the seventh time!
This year’s European HIV Testing Week was marked in keeping with the little known fact in our country:
U = U, undetectable equals untransmissible. Why?
Because it is very important to know that persons living with HIV who take their therapy regularly have
an undetectable level of the virus in their blood, to the extetnt that they cannot transmit the HIV virus
through sex, even when they do not use protection.

This was the message also conveyed in our video
“What’s important for HIV today is to be detected
on time”, and Ognen Janeski reminded us – directly from the “I Want To Know” Youth Centre at Vodno – that we should get tested to HIV same as we go
to the dentists, regularly, and at least once a year!

With the one-week campaign on the social media,
including via the Grindr app, we reached out to
89,000 users and we imparted the following facts:
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The awareness of the importance of timely HIV testing was raised also with the specifically designed
windbreakers and coffee mugs that were distributed along with the information about the free and confidential services provided in our “I Want to Know” Youth Centre at Vodno.

SexEd 3.0: Fоr it to happen less often, we should talk more often
The less we speak, the more it happens. And vice versa! This is exactly why we dedicated the third SexEd
to violence – domestic, sexual, peer, gender-based, entitled “You’re not alone”.
This year, Erika Frans from Belgium talked about
sexting, about the (un)acceptable sexual conduct
and the appropriate reactions. Meri Cvetkovska
from HERA underlined the importance of (sexuality) education as a remedy against the violet experiences among young people. Pelle Ullholm from
Sweden told us why it is important to respond to
even the slightest signs of violence – even at music
festivals, while Aleksandra Coneva from the First
Family Centre of the City of Skopje told us what it
means to work with the perpetrators.
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IDENTIFYING AND MANAGING DISCRIMINATION AND
VIOLENCE AMONG PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES
Girls and women with disability – compared to the persons without disability – are more likely to experience gender-based violence and to suffer for an extended period of time. A study carried out in the
public facility Banja Bansko showed that service providers are not aware if there exists sexual abuse
among persons with disabilities in the facility and that they lack skills to recognise and report the cases
of abuse.
Moreover, sight- and hearing-impaired persons do not know where they can report the violence, and
some of them even think that violence should not be reported, fearing further labelling and blaming
from the community.
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In partnership with Polio Plus and the Ministry of
Labour and Social Policy, in 2020 we worked on
strengthening the skills and knowledge of persons
with disabilities to identify and deal with discrimination, abuse and gender-based violence. The
participants were persons with disabilities that
were deinstitutionalised from the Banja Bansko
facility, as well as their personal assistants.

With the support from UNFPA and the Family
Medicine Centre, in the course of the year we implemented 4 trainings on gender-based violence
where we trained 87 family doctors.
Another training on sexual and reproductive
health and violence was organised for 15 persons
with disabilities from Banja Bansko and disability
associations.

With the support from UN Women, a Training
Manual was printed for personal assistants and
other service providers to persons with disabilities
in the area of gender-based violence. 6-day trainings were organised for 8 persons with disabilities
and 10 service providers from Miravci and Strumica on topics related to gender and gender equality.
15 group and 12 individual sessions were organised
for personal development and crisis management,
aimed at persons with disabilities and service providers in the home units in Miravci and Strumica.
We distributed 99 packages with food and hygiene
products, protection materials, supplements and
vitamins to persons with disabilities and service
providers from Miravci, Dobrejci and Strumica.

We printed yet another manual for healthcare
professionals on identifying and responding to
gender-based violence among persons with disabilities and we prepared a brochure on COVID-19
and gender-based violence. The brochure was
prepared in a standard and an easy-read format,
and a further Braille edition was printed, too. For
persons with disabilities staying in day care centres, we distributed 215 hygiene packages, initially
in the crisis area of Debar, Centar Župa and Kumanovo at the onset of the pandemic, and later on
in other 12 cities across the country.
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ADVOCATING FOR INNOVATIVE STRATEGIES ON HIV PREVENTION AND
SUSTAINABILITY OF SERVICES AMONG THE MARGINALISED GROUPS
Macedonia is a country with low HIV prevalence concentrated among the marginalised groups exposed
to greater risk from HIV. Although in its strategic documents the Government has committed to make
the necessary amendments in the laws and by-law acts so as to fund the HIV services from the national
budget by 2020, there is still no functional legal mechanism in place for making sustainable the services
provided by civil society organisations.
The HIV Preventive Programme as early as in 2019 provided for the de-medicalisation of the HIV testing
and introduction of HIV self-tests as effective preventive methods for early detection of HIV, however,
both these methods have not been made available in the country yet.
With the support from the Alliance for Public
Health, this year we continued being the host-organisation of the Secretariat of the Sustainability
Platform for HIV Programmes. Together with partner organisations and community-based organisations, we kept monitoring the national HIV response, in cooperation with representatives from
the political parties, the Parliament of North Macedonia, the Ministry of Health, and by participating
in the expert bodies for policy design and monitoring in the area of health. In order to speed up the
introduction of effective preventive methods for
HIV testing, HERA was involved in collecting evidence, creating policies and delivering trainings
for HIV testing among civil sector representatives.
In 2020, HERA published the research “HIV
self-testing in gay men and other men who have
sex with men in the Republic of North Macedonia:
attitudes, acceptability and required information”,
which showed that this form of testing for HIV prevention is to a great extent acceptable to gay men.

HERA participated in the preparation of the National Protocols for implementation of outreach
and stationary HIV testing by civil associations,
which provided for the introduction of HIV testing
by non-medical staff.
During the election period in July, 16 political parties signed the declaration “Law on Health Protection should recognise civil society organisations
as healthcare service providers of particular importance for public health”, as proposed by the
HIV Platform. Through HIV Platform’s activities
and negotiations with the Ministry of Health, in
the 2021 HIV Preventive Programme we secured
44,2 million denars for SRH and HIV services for
the marginalised groups, primarily gay and other
men who have sex with men, sex workers, people
who inject drugs and people living with HIV.
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REVENUES AND EXPENDITURES
In 2020, a total revenue of 38,947,600.00 denars was generated, which is 12% less compared to 2019.
The income from state institutions was increased by almost 5% compared to the year before.

Revenues 2020 / denars

Bilateral
donors

5,571,016.00

International
foundations and NGOs

17,654,493.00

Multilateral
agencies and
organisations

5,684,324.00

Governmental
institutions

9,646,647.00

45.33%

14.60%

24.77%

Membership fee

21,700.00

0.06%

Individual
donations

55,945.00

0.14%

Economic
activities
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14.30%

312,535.00

0.80%
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Expenditures 2020 / denars
Salaries and
benefits

13,415,462

36.64%

Printing and
photocopying

537,320

1.47%

Medical tests and
analysis

566,050

1.55%

Advertising

81,222

0.22%

Maintenance of IT
equipment and vehicles

521,514

1.42%

Hotel services and
refreshments
Education and
promotion materials

2,250,706

Audit

Refund to
donors
Procurement of
vehicles
Lawyer fees

Office supplies and
office equipment
Travel and hotels
Communication services

11,736

0.03%

361,399

Bank charges

0.99%
2.87%

1,051,682
6,191

0.02%

112

0.00%

511,580

1.40%
0.08%

28,640

2.56%

936,143
1,289,271

3.52%
0.57%

207,889

Remuneration to service
providers and consultants
Rent and running costs

6.60%

2,416,938

Medical
supplies
Income/property tax

0.57%

209,478

Donations to physical and
legal persons/sub-granting
Membership fees and
participation fees

6.15%

10,843,712
1,335,806
32,835

29.61%
3.65%
0.09%
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