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Background: The HIV prevalence in Burkina Faso is estimated to be below 2% but the number of newly infected individuals continues to grow and calls for continued attention, especially in the light of the roll out program of access to life prolonging ARVs. Not having a health sector support programme in Burkina Faso, Denmark has funded a specialised programme on HIV since 2004. A central component is assistance to civil society organisations, in particular to the donor created network Programme d’Appui au Monde Associatif et Communautaire (PAMAC). PAMAC is an umbrella programme supporting 185 civil society organisations (CBOs) fighting against HIV under the auspices of the SP-CNLS (the permanent secretariat of the national committee of fight against HIV/AIDS). These CBOs then represents more than 600 small size associations. The PAMAC receives funds from international donors to deliver various preventive, palliative and curative services (it accounts for 90% of all HIV test in Burkina, for example) as well as to undertake capacity development and advocacy. The Royal Danish Embassy in Ouagadougou has chosen to support this programme directly (instead of channelling the funds to the basket fund) with the explicit aim of strengthening the role of civil society in a national HIV response.

Denmark’s assistance to HIV ’Phase 2 de l’appui danois à la lutte contre le VIH/SIDA au Burkina Faso 2007-2012’ of 70 million DKK consists of three service delivery components as well as a component of 2 million DKK earmarked to action research. This component has been designed as a twinning arrangement between the Institute of Anthropology, University of Copenhagen (with Helle Samuelsen, Quentin Gausset and Hanne Mogensen as resource persons), and two Burkinabe government institutions specialised in health research (IRSS and SHADEI) under the coordination of PAMAC. Two of the Danish resource persons (Quentin Gausset and Hanne Mogensen) will spend three months in Burkina (September – November 2009) to work in collaboration with the national researchers on collection and analysis of ethnographic data. The role of the Danish researchers is to assist the Burkinabe colleagues in capacity building and to work directly with them in all of the steps of action research. A ToR stipulating the expected outputs of ‘the Danish researchers’ in 2009 has been formulated by PAMAC and approved by the Embassy. The research coordinator of ENRECA Health was asked if she could join the team for technical support and that request was accepted by the Board and the results of the mission undertaken in June 2009 is described in a mission report.

Objectives of mission
The mission took place upon request by PAMAC with the objective of following up on activities conducted in the mission in June 2009. The objectives of this mission were:
· To assist IRSS in the implementation of the research protocols of one of the selected research themes;
· To organise meeting with key persons from the Danish Embassy and brief them about the progress of the project as well as to discuss perspectives for follow-up;
· To visit a member organisation of PAMAC in the field to discuss needs for capacity development. 

Activities
Consultations with the Danish Embassy
Formal as well as informal meetings were organised with the research team and representatives from the Danish Embassy, including the Ambassador, Mogens Pedersen, the First Secretary, Ulla Næsby Tawiah, Programme coordinator (education), Jytte Vagner, as well as with programme officer (HIV/AIDS), Abdoulaye Ouedraogo. The objectives of these meetings were for the research team were to brief the Embassy on the progress of the action research component of the project as well as on the collaboration with the NGO HIV network in charge of the component. The Embassy specifically wished to meet with the Danish researcher to hear more about whether action research had the potential to be replicated in the education sector. At these meetings it was stated that:

· The Embassy finds this action research approach promising as it represents an alternative methodology to short term consultancies and to large long term academic research projects and is considering to apply this approach in its next HIV programme which will start in 2012;
· The Embassy hopes that action research where international and local researchers collaborate directly with representatives from the associations that will later on be in charge of implementing the recommendations will strengthen civil society response to HIV;
· The Education programme coordinator is considering the possibility of using action research to better understand what kind of curricula Denmark should support, possibly in collaboration with the training specialised NGO ‘TRADE’;
· The Danish Embassy has just been granted 450 million DKK to a new water and sanitation programme and is very open to involve researchers, such as the local institute of water research as well as Danish researchers.
With the Burkinabe researchers
Through consultations with the Burkinabe researchers from l’IRSS (an institution under the Centre National de Recherche Scientifique et Technologique, Ministry of Education) the working format with local civil society agents were discussed. It was noted that the fact that the team members from the associations (e.g. networks of people living with HIV) had been carefully selected and that they worked in pair with a trained researcher in the data collection (interviews, analysis of simple registers kept by the associations, etc.) had been beneficial for both partners. It also had promising perspectives for advocacy and lobbying of the research results. E.g. one of the preliminary findings suggest that the conventional prevention messages indirectly linking HIV infection to sexual promiscuity is problematic in a post-ARV era where a number of AIDS patients are surviving and reintegrating society as well as their family networks. PAMAC can use such a finding to argue with the Permanent Secretariat of the National Committee on the Fight against AIDS (SP/CNLS) that national campaigns should be reframed. The Network of People Living with HIV, directly involved in this action research, strongly wished to support this argument by undertaking advocacy inspired by the findings from the project. Thus, it is the expectation that the findings, be they controversial or uncontroversial, are more likely to be used for advocacy or directly implemented by the involved organisations because they feel more ownership to them as representatives of all the organisations have been systematically involved in the project right from the identification of relevant research themes to data collection and the dissemination of the findings. 

It is also clear, however, that the aim of action research cannot be to train local stakeholders (such as the selected individuals from the local associations) to become researchers as such but rather to strengthen their skills to engage in systematically knowledge management and generation. 

The preliminary action research findings concerning two of the six selected themes suggest that:

· In relation to the theme ‘Use of data within organisations’: All of the selected organisations keep books and registers consisting of meticulously entered information on patient status, activities, etc. but only few enter this information into computers. From the selected associations, it appears that this information is ‘passive’ in the sense that the managers are unable to cross analyse (e.g. patient status with participation in community based activities) information for a better understanding of the situation. All of the interviewed organisations are eager to be better equipped to move from an initial intuitive reflexion to a thorough analysis of their own data and welcomed the idea of training to be provided by the project in simples methods on how to improve data management;

· In relation to the theme ‘Role of the social network in relationship to HIV positive people who are on ARVs’: The role of the family is complex and is perceived by most HIV positive individuals as essential to their quality of life. Unfortunately many of the informants –who were selected based on a list of people identified by the associations as the most vulnerable (in terms of poverty) had experienced much hardship by their family in law (for the women) as well as by their closets relatives. Many patients who receive free ARVs have tested so late that they had been hospitalised immediately upon their test results and their families had witnessed them loose their abilities to work and thus to contribute financially to the household. The hardship that these HIV positive individuals had experienced included being thrown out on the streets with their children, threats of being thrown out as having their economical assets (such as a sewing machine) being taken away by close relatives. In addition to that, they experienced the burden of combining their illness with keeping the secret of their serostatus. The informants choose very carefully who tell about their decision to take an HIV test (in the cases where the test was not initiated upon request by the health personnel); about the results and later on to whom they would be open about the fact that they were taking ARVs. Many had been subject to such harsh stigmatisation by family and neighbours that they lived under a constant psychological pressure and fear of repercussions that their quality of life and their care for their children were compromised. It seems as though they were kept alive without having a life in the sense that the medicines prevented them from dying but that they could not fight their way back to a normal life for themselves and their children. For many the HIV associations that they were members of provided them with a safe space in which they could talk openly about their concerns, receive information and collect a meal for themselves and their children.   
Results and follow-up:
· Key personnel from the Danish Embassy have been briefed and are positive about project methodologies and results;
· A brief of the project results as well as a short overview of interventions that should be implemented in order to act on the recommendations should be submitted to the PAMAC with copy to the Danish Embassy by the Danish researchers;
· An application to FFU is under preparation by the Danish researchers as a long term follow up on this project focusing on how to develop the capacities of Burkinabe researcher to undertaking action research with local associations;
· Brief relevant Danish institutions and key persons about the upcoming Danish water and sanitation sector program and its potential for research collaboration;
· Brief the Danish Education NGO Network on the wish of the Danish education sector programme to undertake action research with civil society organisations.
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