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The young people who participate in
these projects are our leaders of the future.
If they are taught to accept each other,
learn from and with others, and take an in-
terest in things and processes in their sur-
roundings, it will be an important step on
the path toward peace and understanding
among nations and will encourage positive
developments in the lives of individuals.
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HIV/AIDS Control
in Sub-Saharan Africa

AS THE AIDS EPIDEMIC IN SUB-SAHARAN
Africa escalates, international actors raise
their voices and request additional money
and drugs (Policy Forum, “Resource needs
for HIV/AIDS,” B. Schwartlander et al., 29
Jun., p. 2434). But does this really address
the core of the problem?

The efficiency of sub-Saharan govern-
ment service systems, including education
and health, has gradually declined in re-
cent decades and is nearly impossible to
maintain because of dwindling resources.
Overstaffed with poorly paid personnel
and given inadequate resources, these sys-
tems generally produce little—health
workers see few patients, and schools of-
ten do not function because of a lack of
teaching materials and a shortage of
teachers due to AIDS.

Reform is under way in sub-Saharan
Africa, but it is slow and requires politi-
cally difficult restructuring. For example,
the salary system is largely built on al-
lowances, and this has led to those at the
central level spending a disproportionate
amount of time attending meetings instead
of doing productive work. Pouring money
into such systems is unlikely to lead to de-
velopment. According to a World Bank
study of 10 African countries, most
economies actually declined as money
came in (/). The ongoing reforms often do
not tackle these problems headon, but fa-
vor sectorwide budget support, irrespec-
tive of the particular country’s situation.
Rectifying these problems will take time,
demand flexibility from donors and politi-
cal courage from the recipients, and re-
quire nationally rather than internationally
formulated solutions (2).

The existing systems cannot be fully
relied on to control AIDS. Moreover, to
flood them with money and antiretroviral
drugs, which they do not have the capacity
to handle, would compound the situation
further. For example, because highly ac-
tive antiretroviral therapy (HAART) re-
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quires safe, well-functioning laboratories,
it can only be made available in a few spe-
cially equipped hospitals and thus will
likely have limited public health impact.
Certainly money and drugs are needed,
mainly for the treatment of sexually transmit-
ted diseases and opportunistic infections and
for prevention of mother-child transmission.
But, most of all, there is a need for opera-
tional systems that can absorb money and ef-
fectively transform it to care and prevention.
Although implementation cannot rely entirely

“...there is a need
{in sub-Saharan Africa]
for operational systems
that can absorb money
and effectively transform
it to [HIV/AIDS] care

and prevention.”

on government systems, it has to be done in
close cooperation with them to achieve rea-
sonable coverage. Smaller, nongovernmental
organizations that have a proven track record
could be used to grease the machinery, but
however aid plans are implemented, there
must be simultaneous support for sector re-
forms and individual projects (2).

The emphasis on money and HAART
drugs does not give a balanced picture of
the requirements of most Sub-Saharan
countries. More is required—we need a
more honest problem analysis and with
this a more profound understanding of the
issues. A simplified approach might be at-
tractive, but overlooks difficulties and
risks misallocation of resources.
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Response

HANSON'S CENTRAL POINT IS THAT MONEY
and drugs alone are not the answer to
HIV/AIDS control in sub-Saharan Africa.
We could not agree more. However, effec-
tive HIV/AIDS control will not be possible
without additional resources. In our study,
we calculated costs for HIV/AIDS-specific
interventions and explicitly excluded re-
source needs for strengthening infrastruc-
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ture and operational systems. Yet, it is clear
that to implement these HIV/AIDS-specif-
ic interventions, strengthened systems in
different sectors (health, education, labor,
and others) are essential.

Simplistic approaches, such as purchas-
ing HAART drugs without ensuring that lo-
cal infrastructures have the capacity to de-
liver them appropriately, would at best pro-
vide only short-term benefits to a small por-
tion of the population in need and at worst
could make the epidemic worse by generat-
ing drug resistance and prevention compla-
cency. However, given the scale and urgency
of the HIV/AIDS epidemic, one cannot use
poor infrastructure as an excuse for not re-
sponding. Indeed, the political momentum
associated with demands to increase an-
tiretroviral access should be exploited as an
historic opportunity to rectify long-standing
deficiencies in health infrastructures.

The lesson from two decades of success
and failure is that support to national priori-
ties, including building up local capacity
and infrastructure, is the key to turning
back the HIV epidemic. Effective strategic
planning on HIV/AIDS must include gov-
ernmental and nongovernmental organiza-
tions and cut across all health, social devel-
opment, and economic sectors. With the
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