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West and Central Africa left behind in global HIV response  

 

New report highlights urgent need for an improved HIV response for children and 

adolescents  

 

ABIDJAN/DAKAR/NEW YORK/GENEVA, 5 December 2017 – More than four decades 

into the HIV epidemic, four in five children living with HIV in West and Central Africa are still 

not receiving life-saving antiretroviral therapy, and AIDS-related deaths among adolescents 

aged 15-19 are on the rise, according to a new report released today.  

While acknowledging progress in several areas, the report Step Up the Pace: Towards an 

AIDS-free generation in West and Central Africa, jointly published by UNICEF and UNAIDS, 

shows that West and Central Africa is lagging behind on nearly every measure of HIV 

prevention, treatment and care programmes for children and adolescents. In 2016, an 

estimated 60,000 children were newly infected with HIV in West and Central Africa. 

“It is tragic that so many children and adolescents today are not receiving the treatment 

they need just because they have not been tested,” said Marie-Pierre Poirier, UNICEF’s West 

and Central Africa Regional Director. “We need to make better use of innovations to 

increase early diagnosis and improve access to HIV treatment and care for children. For 

example, the point-of-care technology diagnostic brings testing closer to where children 

attend health services and self-testing can be a good option for adolescents who may be 

more comfortable with it.” 

The region’s coverage of life-saving antiretroviral therapy among children living with HIV is 

the lowest in the world because many countries have limited capacity to perform the tests 

needed for early infant diagnosis of HIV. Without knowing a child’s HIV status, his or her 

family is less likely to seek the treatment that could prevent the tragedy of a child’s death 

from AIDS-related illnesses. 

The situation is worse among adolescents. The annual number of new HIV infections among 

those aged 15–19 years in the region now exceeds that of children aged 0-14 years. These 

new infections occur mostly through unprotected sexual contact and among adolescent 

girls. Equally concerning, according to the report, is that West and Central Africa has 

 

 



recorded a 35 per cent increase in the annual number of AIDS-related deaths among 

adolescents aged 15-19 years — the only age group in which the number of AIDS-related 

deaths increased between 2010 and 2016.  

With the region’s youth population expected to grow significantly within the coming 

decades, especially in countries like the Democratic Republic of the Congo and Nigeria, the 

numbers of children and adolescents becoming infected with HIV and dying from AIDS is 

likely to remain high, unless the HIV response – both prevention and treatment – improves 

dramatically. 

The report highlights that the 24 countries that make up the West and Central Africa region 

are home to 25 per cent of children aged 0–14 years living with HIV worldwide.  

“Leaders of the region have endorsed a Catch-Up plan aiming to triple the number of people 

on treatment in the region – including children – by the end of 2018, the key issue now is to 

accelerate implementation,” said Luiz Loures, UNAIDS Deputy Executive Director. “Countries 

should urgently put in place more effective strategies for early infant diagnosis of HIV, and 

start reducing inequity in children’s access to treatment.” 

The report proposes key strategies that will enable countries to accelerate progress in 

curbing the spread of disease. These include: 

1. A differentiated HIV response focusing on unique epidemiological and local contexts in 

each country and community. 

2. The integration of HIV services into key social services including health, education and 

protection. 

3. Community ownership and local governance of the HIV response including working 

with families, better placed to help reduce stigma, access prevention and treatment. 

4. Investment in innovations to remove barriers to scale-up including new diagnostic 

and biomedical approaches such as point of care diagnostics, HIV self-testing and 

pre-exposure prophylaxis. 

UNICEF announced last week that at the current pace of progress, the global 2020 

Super-Fast-Track targets to end AIDS among children will not be achieved.  

 

*** 

Key facts from the report: 

• Prevention of mother-to-child transmission of HIV coverage has increased 2.5-fold 

between 2010 and 2016 (from 21 per cent to 49 per cent), with some countries such 

as Benin, Burkina Faso and Cabo Verde now providing these services to more than 

80 per cent of the pregnant women living with HIV. 

• West and Central Africa has the lowest paediatric antiretroviral treatment coverage 

in the world, with only 21 per cent of the 540,000 children (0-14) living with HIV 

receiving antiretroviral treatment in 2016 – compared to 43 per cent globally.  

http://www.unaids.org/en/resources/documents/2016/20160926_startfree_vision
http://www.unaids.org/en/resources/documents/2016/20160926_startfree_vision


• Today, West and Central Africa accounts for 37 per cent of the world’s AIDS-related 

deaths among children: about 43,000 AIDS-related deaths occurred among children 

in West and Central Africa in 2016, a decrease of 31 per cent compared to 2010. 

• There were 62,000 adolescents (15-19) newly infected with HIV in 2016, unchanged 

compared to 2010.  

• Adolescent girls and young women continue to be the most affected, with women 

making up nearly three out of five of all adolescents aged 10-19 years living with 

HIV across West and Central Africa.  

Note to editors:  

The Report is available at: https://www.unicef.org/publications/index_101480.html 

More information is available at: www.childrenandaids.org  

 

About UNICEF 

 
UNICEF works in some of the world’s toughest places, to reach the world’s most disadvantaged 
children. Across 190 countries and territories, we work for every child, everywhere, to build a 
better world for everyone. 

For more information about UNICEF and its work for children, visit www.unicef.org  

About UNAIDS 

The Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) leads and inspires the world to 

achieve its shared vision of zero new HIV infections, zero discrimination and zero AIDS-

related deaths. UNAIDS unites the efforts of 11 UN organizations—UNHCR, UNICEF, WFP, 

UNDP, UNFPA, UNODC, UN Women, ILO, UNESCO, WHO and the World Bank—and works 

closely with global and national partners towards ending the AIDS epidemic by 2030 as part 

of the Sustainable Development Goals. Learn more at unaids.org and connect with us on 

Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and YouTube. 

 

For more information about UNAIDS and its work, visit www.unaids.org    

For more information, please contact: 
 
Anne-Isabelle Leclercq Balde, UNICEF West and Central Africa (at ICASA), +221 77 740 69 

14, aleclercqbalde@unicef.org  

Gbolayemi Lufadeju, UNICEF New York, +1 917 213 4034, glufadeju@unicef.org  

Aminata Ouattara, UNAIDS (at ICASA), +221 77 498 1753, ouattaraa@unaids.org 

Charlotte Sector UNAIDS (at ICASA), +41 79 500 8617, sectorc@unaids.org 
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