MEDIA STATEMENT: UPDATE ON THE AIDS PLAN AS SA DELEGATION LEAVES FOR THE INTERNATIONAL AIDS CONFERENCE
8 July 2004

A high-level South African Health delegation led by Health Minister, Dr Manto Tshabalala-Msimang, leaves for Bangkok, Thailand tomorrow to attend the 15th International AIDS Conference to be held in that country from 11-16 July 2004.

The delegation includes MECs for Health from four provinces - Eastern Cape Health MEC, Dr Bevan Goqwana, Gauteng MEC, Dr Gwen Ramokgopa, Mpumalanga MEC, William Lubisi and Western Cape MEC, Pierre Uys. 

The team of health officials that are part of the delegation include Acting Director General of the Department of Health, Ms Nthari Matsau, Heads of Provincial Health Departments and managers responsible for HIV and AIDS at national and provincial level.

The delegation will gather information on experiences of other countries in responding to HIV and AIDS, particularly in the area of prevention of mother to transmission of HIV, development of microbicide and integration of HIV and TB interventions

Update on the Comprehensive HIV and AIDS Plan

This is the first International AIDS Conference to be held since Cabinet adopted the Comprehensive Plan for Management, Care and Treatment of HIV and AIDS. The delegation will therefore use this opportunity to share South Africa's experience in implementing the Plan. 

Significant progress has been made since the Department started implementing the Comprehensive Plan.

Prevention

In the absence of a cure for HIV and AIDS, the Plan emphasises centrality of prevention in our national response to HIV and AIDS. It requires government to sustain and scale up prevention interventions. 

As part of prevention efforts, the Department of Health recently launched newly branded government condoms. There has been a dramatic 80% increase in the distribution of these high quality male condoms from 150 million in 1997 to 270 million in 2003.

We have increased the budget for HIV and AIDS communication campaign, Khomanani Caring Together - from R90 million in the past two years to R165 million for the next two years.

Together with Soul City Institute and Centre for Disease Control, Khomanani has produced and is distributing 11 million copies of the "HIV and AIDS and Treatment" booklet as part of the Comprehensive Plan. This is probably the largest public health education drive of its kind. 

The 49-page booklet is printed in all 11 official languages and contains detailed information on how HIV is transmitted and how it can be prevented; knowing your HIV status and the holistic management of HIV and AIDS including details about what is anti-retroviral treatment (ART) and when and how it should be taken.

Human resources

More health professionals are being recruited to support implementation at both national and provincial level. However, there are challenges with regard to acquiring adequate numbers mainly due to inadequate numbers of certain health professional categories in the country, limited number of people trained or experienced in HIV and AIDS care and treatment as well as the difficulties in recruiting and retain health professionals to rural and underserved areas.

We are engaging our academic institutions on increasing the output of scarce health professional categories including pharmacists. We are spending R750 million this year on rural and scarce skills allowances ranging from 8-22% of current salaries to attract and retain health professional in the public health sector and rural/underserved areas.

We are introducing a category of mid-level health worker (including medical and pharmacists assistants) to support the delivery of services. We have launched the community health worker programme and streamlined their training to enable them to provide comprehensive support to families affected by AIDS and other health and social problems, directing them to various government social support services.

Nutrition

Supplement meals to the value of R7 million have been ordered to support those who are food insecure. Another tender to sustain nutritional support for people living HIV and AIDS and other debilitating diseases is going to be awarded next month.

Traditional Medicine

About R6 million has been transferred to the Medical Research Council for research into traditional medicine with preliminary findings indicating that these medicines are providing relief for people living with AIDS. They are widely available, affordable and have simple regimens

Accreditation of Service Points

We have a target of establishing a service point in every district in the country within this financial year (March 2005) and a service point in every local municipality within five years. 

We have already accredited 52 health facilities to provide services outlined in the Comprehensive Plan with provinces like Mpumalanga already having a service point in all of its districts. This should enable all South Africans irrespective of their geographical local to have access to a comprehensive package of services that are becoming available through this Plan. 

Laboratory Service

We have extended laboratory networks to service the accredited facilities. These laboratories have conducted more than 11 800 CD4 count tests in April and another 18 000 in May. CD4 tests are necessary to determine the progression of the disease and whether antiretroviral treatment can be made available subject to an endorsement by a medical officer.

Antiretroviral Therapy

The process of finalising the tender for a long-term supply of antiretroviral drug to support this Plan is underway. We had more than 40 companies that expressed interest in supplying these drugs. We short-listed them to eight (8). The short-listed suppliers should by the end of this month submit quotations to the Department. The tender is expected to be awarded to successful companies by the end of next month. 

This tender process has been necessary for us to achieve our main objective, which is a sustainable supply of ARVs at the best possible prices. The tender should facilitate a significant increase in accessibility of these drugs. There are about 6 000 people who are currently receiving antiretroviral drugs through a temporary supply measure.

Conclusion

During the Conference, South Africa is going to lead presentations on:

* Accreditation of health facilities, how this South Africa's innovation is assisting the country in improving the health system and the capacity to provide quality treatment.
* Health Economics, focusing on financing the AIDS programme
* Communication, disseminating information about prevention, treatment, care and support including HIV and AIDS videos for the deaf.
* Workplace programme * HIV and AIDS interventions at the workplace

This conference provides us with an opportunity to share our experiences with other countries and also learning from their best practices with the aim of enhancing our response. 

The Ministry of Health is committed to meeting the targets of the Comprehensive Plan, reducing the spread of HIV infection and providing access to treatment, care and support for people who are infected and affected by HIV and AIDS.
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