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But the reality is that treatment today is complicated. From starting HIV treatment 
to maintenance, the treatment process works, but each step is cumbersome and 
expensive. 
 Up to 80% of the cost of treatment isn’t for the medication but for the systems to 
get it to a person and to keep him or her on it. 
 Globally, only one third of people who need treatment are on it. HIV testing 
is underutilized—most people still find out that they are HIV-positive when they 
develop clinical symptoms of AIDS. Antiretroviral therapy is not homogenous in 
cost, effectiveness or tolerability. And resistance can build up, making it necessary to 
maintain costly labs to monitor each person on treatment. 
 

��������������'��������������������������������	����'��������	����		���������������
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Today, an estimated 5 million people living with HIV in low- and middle-income 
countries are receiving treatment, up from about 400 000 in 2003—a more than 12-
fold increase in six years.
 Despite progress, the global coverage of antiretroviral therapy remains low. For 
every two people newly on treatment, five more become newly infected. A majority of 
people living with HIV are unaware of their HIV status. And although easily prevent-
able, rates of mother-to-child transmission of HIV in many countries remain high. 
 In many settings, HIV prevention and treatment are provided through a sophisti-
cated delivery system requiring specialist doctors who tend to focus on HIV only. This 
system is often overstretched, due to an increasing number of patients, a shortage of 
trained medical personnel and financial constraints. Many in need of treatment live in 
rural settings, far from specialized care. 
 With competing global priorities and an economic crisis, a longer-term sustainable 
solution is needed to ensure that world leaders can keep their commitments to achieve 
the goal of universal access to HIV prevention, treatment, care and support. 
 The most recent World Health Organization (WHO) guidelines for antiretroviral 
therapy call for earlier initiation of treatment and the use of simpler, better drug regi-
mens—recommendations that will further decrease morbidity and mortality as well as 
vertical and horizontal transmission.1 However, there is still a long way to go. 

Treatment 2.0 opens a new door… 
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-�������+����	�
Partnerships Officer, UNAIDS

I was diagnosed with HIV in 1996 while 
living in Santiago, Chile. At the time, there 
was only limited access in the country to low-
quality antiretroviral regimens. 
 Doctors connected me with a support 
group for people living with HIV that met 
weekly at a hospital on the outskirts of San-
tiago. I remember at my first session feeling 
amazed by the helplessness of others in the 
group—they were in a terrible condition, 
wasting away, skinny, eyes wide with fear, 
waiting to die. 
 As a middle-class Chilean citizen, I could 
access treatment immediately. Most of the 
people in my support group were unable to 
afford the medications and had been placed 
on a hospital waiting list. I was angry and 
enraged at these blatant inequalities in access 
to health. 
 When I first started antiretroviral therapy 
in 1997, I took 12 to 14 pills a day. Through-
out the years, I have moved from one 
regimen to another. In all of my years of treat-
ment, I have never developed resistance to 
any one drug, but I’ve had some very strong 
side-effects. 
 When taking Sustiva, for example, which is 
a commonly-used antiretroviral drug, I had 
vivid dreams, nightmares and other 
psychological issues. At one time, my head 
became noticeably swollen and disfigured—
an allergic reaction to the medication. I had 
to stop the drug, go back to the hospital and 
try a new regimen. 
 Another antiretroviral drug, a protease 
inhibitor, left me with lipodystrophy, which 
is a loss of fat in some parts of the body and 
an accumulation of fat in other areas. I could 
barely look at myself in the mirror; it was very 
bad for my self-esteem. 
 In 2006, after almost ten years of antiret-
roviral therapy, all of my coronaries were 
completely blocked. I had to have four bypass 
surgeries to survive. Given my underlying 

heart condition, I probably would have had 
heart problems many years down the road—
but not at the age of 50. I am actually taking 
more drugs now for my heart condition than 
for HIV. 
 My current antiretroviral regimen is pretty 
simple. I take three pills a day: one in the 
morning and two in the evening. I’ve had a 
few minor side-effects, but, on the whole, I 
feel good and the treatment is working.

0���,�����0����	�
(name has been changed)
Mother of two, Lesotho 

I first found out I was HIV-positive back in 
2001. I didn’t know that my husband had 
tested positive for HIV, but I started noticing 
changes in his behaviour—he started staying 
out late, started drinking a lot. One day he 
told me he needed to tell me something that 
would hurt me a lot, something that might 
even kill me. Then he said: “I’m HIV-positive.” 
 First, I was very upset. I screamed and 
shouted at him. After a while, I started pre-
paring my mind that I have to accept my test 
result if I get tested, so that I could live longer. 
We started talking about it and agreed that we 
would be there for each other, and we were 
ready to support each other, no matter what 
my test result was. 
 My husband came with me when I went for 
a test, and I tested positive. This was in 2001 
and back then I didn’t even think about treat-
ment. It was so expensive, I didn’t even try to 
find out how much it cost, as knew I would 
not be able to afford it. 
 In 2003, when the first antiretroviral 
therapy centre opened in Lesotho we went 
together to the clinic and my husband was 
initiated on treatment. But my CD4 count was 
250—that was the first time I had my CD4 
count checked—so I did not have to start my 
treatment yet. 
 At the centre they told me I had to go for 
check-ups every three months, which I did. 
It was not until 2005, when my CD4 count 
dropped below 200, that I started taking anti-

retroviral drugs. Even though I did not have 
any symptoms, I was what they called stage 1, 
I still started taking them. 
 In 2006, I experienced my first side-effect 
of one of the drugs, zidovudine. The fat on 
my body started redistributing itself and I got 
really thin on my backside, my legs and even 
my face. This meant I had to change one of 
the components of my treatment. 
 I take my three pills two times a day, every 
12 hours. Apart from the fat distribution, I 
have also experienced a pain in my legs. I try 
to make sure that I massage them to make 
sure I don’t feel it so much—I need to accept 
it as part of the treatment. I think at this 
point it is better for me to try to live through 
whatever minor side-effects, so I don’t have to 
start on a second-line drug, which might have 
even worse side-effects than I am experienc-
ing now. 
 The most difficult thing about being on 
treatment is adherence. Once you are on 
treatment and have been on treatment for 
some time, you get used to it, and you don’t 
even remember if you have taken them or 
not, asking yourself “did I take them today?” 
Now I have a pill-minder where I put the pills 
for every day so I can check if I have taken 
them or not. 
 I think adherence is very challenging. But 
treatment has also given me hope. When I 
first found out I was HIV-positive I thought 
I was going to die, and that was very difficult. 
So for us to have antiretroviral drugs here 
in Lesotho, until we find a cure, treatment 
gives hope. 
 If  I was allowed to dream of the future 
of treatment, for something like HIV where 
you have to take treatment for life, I think the 
main thing I would want would be for the 
number of doses to be reduced.
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Young people need access to 
information about HIV.  
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