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The Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) 
recently released its Report on the Global HIV/AIDS Epidemic, June 2000,
a state-of-the-art commentary on the status of the HIV/AIDS epidemic
in the world. The statistics for sub-Saharan Africa remain grim. At the
end of 1999, 34.3 million people were HIV-infected throughout the
world, 24.5 million of whom were sub-Saharan Africans. About 
5.4 million persons became newly infected in 1999, more than 4 million
of whom were sub-Saharan Africans. The large majority of the 
1.3 million children who are infected are African children.

But the UNAIDS report offered hope as well. It noted that enough
world experience exists to know that it is possible to mount an effective
national response to limit the spread of HIV and mitigate the effects of
the epidemic. While cautioning that no universal blueprint exists, the
report drew on some of the common features of effective national
responses. Political will and leadership were first on the list. "Effective
responses are characterized by political commitment from community
leadership up to a country’s highest political level," UNAIDS declared.

What is political commitment and why is it so important? Is it possi-
ble to take conscious actions to build political commitment as a key step
in combating HIV/AIDS in sub-Saharan Africa?  Are there blueprints or
approaches that have proven to be effective? The toolkit considers these
questions and offers some discussion and guidelines for activists deter-
mined to increase political commitment for effective HIV/AIDS policies
and programs. Although this toolkit focuses on sub-Saharan Africa,
many of the principles and approaches discussed also will be relevant to
other regions of the world.

TOOLKIT OVERVIEW



The Main Components of the Toolkit
Building Political Commitment 
This component is the introduction to the toolkit. It dis-
cusses the nature of political commitment and why it is so
important to efforts to combat the HIV/AIDS epidemic. It
offers a set of questions to assist potential toolkit users in
getting a quick idea whether political commitment issues are
of importance in their own country.

Measuring Political Commitment 
One of the important values of this toolkit is that it
describes ways to measure political commitment through
both individual and comprehensive indicators. By using
these kinds of measurement tools over time, it is possible to
get a sense of whether the level of political commitment to
effective HIV/AIDS responses is changing over time.

The AIDS Impact Model (AIM) Approach 
The AIM approach has been one of the effective tools used
to build political commitment in a number of sub-Saharan
countries in recent years. This component includes discus-
sion of the AIM approach with a step-by-step description of
an AIM application. It gives examples of country use and
tells how to obtain the AIM computer model and sample
AIM books.

Building Political Commitment at Subnational
Levels
Many countries in the region have or are in the process of
decentralizing many government functions. In these coun-
tries, it is critically important that districts develop and
implement strong HIV/AIDS programs. This component
discusses approaches that can be used to develop political
commitment at the district level.

Building Political Commitment Through
Broadening Participation in the Policy Process
The more that interested actors from the government, the
private sector, civil society, and the communities can be
engaged in policy dialogue, planning, and evaluation, the
greater the chances for an effective response to the epidemic.
This component describes different approaches for enhanc-
ing the participation of all sectors.
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an effective national response to
HIV/AIDS is as much an art as a
science. This toolkit is intended to
be expanded and updated as
required based on feedback from
users - so comments and suggestions
are welcome.
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Building 
Political 
Commitment

This component of the Building Political Commitment for Effective
HIV/AIDS Policies and Programs Toolkit describes the content and
importance of political commitment to effective HIV/AIDS programs.
It describes political commitment as a willingness on the part of leaders
to use their positions, insofar as possible, to support effective action to
limit the spread of HIV and mitigate the impacts of the epidemic. This
action needs to be based on a solid understanding of the nature of the
epidemic and its impact on African development. National leaders
include not only political and government leaders but also civil, com-
munity, private sector and business, religious, education, military,
nongovernmental organization, and many other leaders.

This discussion notes the important leadership role that ranking
political leaders can play in combating the epidemic and the special role
of government. It then gives some examples of what actions different
types of leaders can take now to combat the epidemic.

INTRODUCTION

This toolkit component was prepared by Thomas Goliber
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Guiding Questions

Since this is the first component of
the toolkit, this is the stage-setter.
Readers should use this component
to decide whether the toolkit is
potentially useful in their respective
settings by asking themselves these
guiding questions:

� Do most HIV/AIDS program
implementers and activists believe
that they have the unequivocal
support of the highest levels of
government to carry out their
activities?

� Are HIV/AIDS Control Programs
led by the very best people avail-
able in the country? Are program
managers confident that they are
receiving all possible support from
government leaders?

� Have political and program leaders
succeeded in mobilizing the
maximum amount of resources
available from both national and
international sources?

� Have ministry and organizational
leaders been successful in sustain-
ing a multisectoral response over
time?

� Have senior political leaders clearly
signaled the importance of AIDS
and its multisectoral nature
through the establishment of a
National AIDS Council to provide
the necessary visibility and high-
level coordination that is required?

� Has the National AIDS Control
Program (NACP) articulated a
National Strategic Plan that has
been endorsed by the president,
cabinet, and Parliament and that
has received funding that matches
the scope of proposed activities?

� Do senior political leaders speak
out effectively and often about
HIV/AIDS?  Are they strong in
their opposition to stigmatizing or
discriminating against the HIV-
infected?  Do they consistently
support the human rights of HIV-
infected individuals?

� Do senior political leaders recog-
nize the special burden that the
HIV/AIDS epidemic places on
women?

� Is the country collecting sufficient
information to confidently
describe the nature and course of
the epidemic?

� Is behavioral research sufficient to
inform government decisions on
intervention priorities?

� Has the government evaluated the
costs and effectiveness of alterna-
tive interventions? Has it
established priorities for which
interventions need to be scaled up
to the national level as soon as
possible?

� Has the government rationally
determined the most efficient,
equitable, and effective allocation
of available resources?

� Has the government led a partici-
patory effort to establish a
comprehensive national policy on
HIV/AIDS?

� Is the supporting set of laws and
regulations designed to make
HIV/AIDS policies and programs
function as effectively as possible
adequate?

� Are there clear and effective opera-
tional policies and guidelines in
place to support policy implemen-
tation?

� Do leaders representing different
sectors and interests frequently
share information with their con-

stituencies about the epidemic—
its extent, the nature of the
disease, how HIV is spread, the
fatal consequences, and how indi-
viduals can protect themselves and
their loved ones?

� Do leaders use scientific knowl-
edge about the epidemic as
accurately as possible?

� Do leaders at all levels consistently
speak out against stigma and dis-
crimination?  Do they actively
promote the human rights of
people living with HIV/AIDS?

� Do leaders consistently state open
and strong support for interven-
tion programs, and do they strive
to keep HIV/AIDS high on the
national agenda?

� Are district leaders ensuring that
HIV/AIDS programs are not
weakened in the course of decen-
tralization?

� Have community leaders adopted
strategies to accommodate the
staggering rise in the number of
orphans as a consequence of the
epidemic? Has HIV/AIDS educa-
tion been integrated into the
school curricula throughout the
country?

� Are churches, mosques, and other
religious organizations using their
unique position in society to
influence HIV/AIDS policy and
develop specific programs?

This list is not all-inclusive. Still, if
the answers to most of these ques-
tions are positive, then political
commitment is not an area that
demands resources and attention.
However, if the answers to many of
these questions are negative, then it
may be worthwhile to look at the
remainder of the toolkit.
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LESSONS LEARNED
Be Ready to Respond

Political Commitment: What is it
At the XIII International AIDS
Conference held in Durban, South
Africa, in July 2000, speaker after
speaker extolled the need for strong
political commitment as a key factor
in helping to bring the HIV/AIDS
epidemic under control. What does
political commitment mean in this
context?  And why do so many
people think it a critical factor in
addressing the HIV/AIDS epidemic?

Political Commitment
to and Leadership for
HIV/AIDS Programs

Political commitment is the decision
of leaders to use their power, influ-
ence, and personal involvement to
ensure that HIV/AIDS programs
receive the visibility, leadership,
resources, and ongoing political
support that is required to support
effective action to limit the spread of
HIV and mitigate the impacts of the
epidemic.  This commitment is often
underscored by an accurate under-
standing of the crisis dimensions of
HIV/AIDS in much of Africa. 

Political commitment in the
broadest sense means leadership com-
mitment. Country leadership
includes political and government
leaders and managers, including the
president or prime minister, minis-
ters, permanent secretaries,
parliamentarians, party leaders,
program managers, district leaders,
traditional leaders, and many others.
But it also includes civil and commu-
nity leaders at all levels of society,
private sector and business leaders,
religious leaders, directors of non-
governmental organizations (NGOs),
leaders in education and the armed

services, and others. Perhaps a useful
way to think of leadership is that it
includes not only the handful of the
most powerful people running the
country but also the 5,000 to 10,000
most influential individuals running
all levels of the government and the
institutions of the country. 

The Importance of
Political Commitment
and Leadership for
HIV/AIDS Programs

Although leadership is given a broad
definition, this should not disguise
the fact that senior political leaders
can do much to strengthen the fight
against HIV/AIDS. In many African
settings, for example, support from
the highest political levels is often
seen as stated permission to pursue
aggressive policies and activities.
Without this support, activities tend
to be much more tentative.

The level of political commitment
affects the staffing of HIV/AIDS pro-
grams. If high-ranking officials truly
understand the devastating character
of HIV/AIDS, they will make certain
that the best people in the country
are assigned to run national pro-
grams. In fact, one way to test
political commitment in a country is
to look at the quality of people asked
to direct major programs. And the
opposite is true as well. Unless they
are confident that they have strong
political support, the best program
managers tend to move toward other
assignments. 

On one occasion, a group of advo-
cates managed to hold a meeting
with a former president of the
World Bank, an extremely busy
individual. At the end of the
meeting, he said: “All right, I under-
stand the argument.What do you
want me to do now?”.The advo-
cates were not ready for the
question and were vague in
responding to it. As this is a practi-
cal toolkit designed to help increase
political commitment for strong
HIV/AIDS policies and programs,
this is a good lesson learned. An
advocate should not go into a
meeting designed to increase politi-
cal commitment for HIV/AIDS
policies and programs without
being able to respond to the ques-
tion “What do you want me to do
now?”.The answer does not have
to give detailed specifics (though it
can), but it does need to offer guid-
ance. Some examples of responses
advocates can offer leaders are
given in boxes throughout this
component.
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and Why Is it Important?
As expected, the level of political

commitment also will influence the
amount of financial resources avail-
able to address the epidemic. If
HIV/AIDS is recognized as a crisis
epidemic, then the response will be
different than if it is considered to be
just one more health problem among
many. And the seriousness of politi-
cal intent can, of course, affect the
volume of resources that the donors
are willing to commit in a country. 

HIV/AIDS has been recognized as
more than a health problem, and
most countries have moved toward a
multisectoral response that involves
most government ministries, the
private sector, and NGO institutions
and organizations. One of the prob-
lems with the multisectoral approach
is that it is difficult to sustain over
time. If a ministry’s primary mandate
is education or agriculture or
employment, it is difficult to keep
HIV/AIDS high on the agenda. An
intense political commitment helps.
A high-level body such as a National
AIDS Council is an effective mecha-
nism some countries have used to
ensure that individual ministries, and
others, keep AIDS on the political
agenda.

Openness about HIV/AIDS and
vocal opposition to stigma and dis-
crimination by senior political leaders
can help create an enabling environ-
ment for effective interventions and
behavior changes. Adult HIV preva-
lence has dropped in Uganda
throughout most of the 1990s. While
not all the reasons for this decline are
well-understood, Ugandans invari-
ably point to the strong leadership
and openness of President Museveni
as a key factor.

The Special Role of
Government 

The government has a primary
mandate and responsibility to accom-
plish several tasks:

Collect information on the course
and nature of the epidemic. While
universities and research organiza-
tions can help carry out specific
projects, it is the government that
has the primary responsibility to
collect information on the course and
nature of the epidemic. This infor-
mation is fundamental to a sound
understanding and sound responses.
Two key instruments are sentinel sur-
veillance and population-based
surveys. An effective sentinel surveil-
lance system is not out of the
financial range of any African gov-
ernment. Yet there are countries
where HIV prevalence is very high
that have inconsistent and sporadic
sentinel surveillance systems. This
shortcoming is not a question of
available resources; it is a question of
political will.

Develop a program of behavioral
research. It is important to know not
only the course and nature of the
epidemic but also what programmat-
ic interventions can be associated
with changing sexual behavior. This
is the basis for establishing national
priorities. Government has to lead in
this area. Without strong political
commitment, this work does not get
done.

Determine fundamental strategies
and interventions and evaluate the
costs and effectiveness of alterna-
tive interventions. One of the
important messages at both the XI

International Conference on AIDS
and STDs in Africa and the XIII
International AIDS Conference was
that African countries have to move
quickly beyond experimental or pilot
activities to programs that cover the
entire nation. A corollary idea was
that a few programs of national scope
will have a much greater impact on
the epidemic than a larger number of
pilot projects. But it is only the gov-
ernment that can coordinate
decisions on which intervention pro-
grams are to be given priority and
that can provide the political will and
resources to see that the programs are
implemented nationwide.

Mobilize national and internation-
al resources and determine the
most efficient, equitable, and effec-
tive allocation of those resources. A
clear gap exists between the resources
needed to address the HIV/AIDS
epidemic in sub-Saharan Africa and
the availability of resources. As Peter
Piot, director of UNAIDS, has
observed—we know what to do to
address this epidemic; what we need
now are the resources and programs
and the political will. Governments
certainly have to lead in mobilizing
not only national resources but also
international resources. For example,
there has been much discussion
about debt swap, whereby the
lending countries and institutions
would cancel debt if the countries in
turn would use the debt service
savings to finance HIV/AIDS and
other programs that uplift the poor.
While civil society engagement is
critical to resource mobilization and
allocation, governments have a
primary responsibility.
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Help Control the
Spread of HIV in Africa

PARLIAMENTARIAN

ported, and skilled so that it can lead
a coordinated multisectoral response.

Examples of Leadership
Roles

All African leaders have a role to play
in combating HIV/AIDS. Some
illustrations are included in the boxes
in this section, but the roles could be
more numerous depending on the
leader or the organization. Large
employers, for example, have oppor-
tunities that others do not. Evidence
from Uganda and elsewhere suggests
that the spread, or “diffusion,”
throughout the population of infor-
mation about the epidemic—its
extent, the nature of the disease, how
HIV is spread, the fatal conse-
quences, and how individuals can
protect themselves and their loved
ones—is key to achieving widespread
changes in high-risk behavior.
Parliamentarians and district, reli-
gious, military and police, and
business leaders, for example, have
numerous opportunities to share
information with their constituen-
cies. This is a practical and critically
important process to which all well-
informed leaders can immediately
and realistically contribute.

A corollary—and an important
component of political commit-
ment—is that leaders need to use
information that is as accurate as
possible based on available scientific
information. Much of our knowledge
about HIV/AIDS in Africa is partial
and fragmentary, and there is much
leeway for a variety of opinions. Yet
it is also clear that leaders can do
damage by using available informa-
tion carelessly or inaccurately.

Along with the diffusion of infor-
mation, there is a need for openness
in dealing with the epidemic. One of

Establish national policies.
Comprehensive national policies that
address the range of issues associated
with HIV/AIDS have become an
important step in responding to the
epidemic in many countries. Even
now, many countries have not com-
pleted and adopted national
HIV/AIDS policies. Though a broad
participation of many segments of
society and interested parties is criti-
cally important, in the final analysis,
it is government that has to lead in
the formulation and adoption of
national policies (See Stover and
Johnston’s The Art of Policy
Formulation).

Develop a supporting set of laws
and regulations. HIV/AIDS policies
and programs often need a support-
ing set of laws and regulations. For
example, laws that protect the inheri-
tance rights of women and children
can do much to alleviate some of the
household impacts of the epidemic.
Laws or regulations that minimize
import duties and taxes on condoms
or drugs and gloves to treat other
sexually transmitted diseases and
tuberculosis can be positive contribu-
tions.

Determine operational policies and
guidelines. National policies also
need to be supported by a whole
range of operational policies and
guidelines. For example, what drugs
will be made available to prospective
mothers to prevent mother-to-child
transmission?  What are the guide-
lines for providing voluntary
counseling and testing services?
These operational policies and guide-
lines are of great import to how a
country mounts its response to the
epidemic.

In sum, the government has a
mandate to ensure that there is an
NACP that is staffed, resourced, sup-

What, for example,
could a Parliamentarian
do now to help control
the spread of HIV in
Africa?

Share or “diffuse” knowledge about
HIV/AIDS among constituents,
especially information about trans-
mission, fatal consequences, and
ways to prevent infection.

Engage in policy dialogue to ensure
that the epidemic remains high on
the national agenda.

Participate in strategic planning at
national and district levels.

Support the HIV/AIDS programs of
nongovernmental organizations and
sectoral ministries.

Use influence of position to oppose
discrimination against HIV-infected
persons.

In his/her legislative and political
capacity, support measures to
ensure

◗ a sustained monitoring effort
and behavioral research program

◗ an environment that is support-
ive of laws and regulations 

◗ strong information, education,
and communication; condom
use; STD control; and youth
education programs 

◗ sufficient national and interna-
tional resources to address the
epidemic.
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Help Control the
Spread of HIV in Africa

DISTRICT PLANNER

the most common problems in
addressing the HIV/AIDS epidemic
has been that persons often have
avoided learning about or admitting
to being infected with HIV because
of the stigma attached to the disease
and the fear of discrimination.
However, avoidance limits diffusion
of knowledge about HIV in the
general population, and it increases
the risk of transmission to loved ones
and others. Political and other leaders
can help by publicly acknowledging
the need to care for and support
people living with HIV/AIDS
(PLWHAs) and working against dis-
crimination. They also need to
aggressively support the human
rights of PLWHAs, not only because
it is humane but also because it is
good public policy that supports
openness.

Leaders can contribute also to the
growing recognition that the impact
of the HIV/AIDS epidemic falls dis-
proportionately on women. For
biological reasons, more women than
men become infected in a mature
epidemic. The burden of care for
HIV-infected family members seems
to fall heavily on women and girls.
Girls are asked more often than boys
to leave school to care for ailing
family members or replace lost
household income.

All leaders can contribute also to a
policy dialogue on the HIV/AIDS
epidemic that keeps the issue high on
the national agenda. Leaders can
speak out often about the HIV/AIDS
epidemic and state open and strong
support for intervention programs.
This gives both visibility and credi-
bility to HIV/AIDS intervention
programs and helps develop a con-
sensus about the most effective and
acceptable prevention and mitigation
strategies. Leaders can include
HIV/AIDS statements in speeches at
all appropriate opportunities. 

What, for example,
could a District Planner
do now to help control
the spread of HIV in
Africa?

Develop as much district-specific
information about the epidemic as
possible, make it available, and
interpret the implications of
HIV/AIDS projections for district-
level development.

Place HIV/AIDS strategic planning
and incorporation of HIV/AIDS into
health planning high on the district
planning agenda.

Encourage local responses to the
epidemic and support involvement
of a broad range of governmental
and nongovernmental organiza-
tions.

Support the development/continu-
ation of HIV/AIDS focal-point
persons in the line ministries at dis-
trict level, and integrate HIV/AIDS
activities into sectoral programs.

It is instructive to have specific
examples of roles that leaders can fill
to help control the spread of HIV in
Africa. What follows is a discussion
of the types of tasks that politically
committed leaders such as parliamen-
tarians, district planners,
NGO/community leaders, and reli-
gious leaders can carry out.

Parliamentarians
Parliamentarians have an extremely
important role as opinion leaders in
their constituencies. They have many
opportunities to speak at rallies,
meetings, and other public events.
They also have the opportunity to
take a leadership role in organizing
HIV/AIDS programs in their con-
stituencies.

District Planners
In many African settings, the
HIV/AIDS epidemic is occurring at
the same time as decentralization of
many government functions to sub-
national levels, especially to the
districts. Increasingly, important
decisions on HIV/AIDS activities
will be made at the district level,
thereby increasing the importance of
political commitment at that level.

NGO and Community Leaders
NGO and community leaders have a
special role to play as well. Some
HIV/AIDS-related issues, most
notably the staggering rise in the
number of children orphaned by the
epidemic, are beyond the capabilities
of government and will require
strong community involvement.
Similarly, while there is an increasing
recognition of the importance of
integrating HIV/AIDS education
into school curricula, community
leaders are best-positioned to see that
this is done in a sensitive and effec-
tive manner.
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Help Control the Spread of
HIV in Africa

NONGOVERNMENTAL/
COMMUNITY

LEADER

Help Control the
Spread of HIV in Africa

RELIGIOUS LEADER

What, for example,
could a
Nongovernmental/
Community Leader 
do now to help control
the spread of HIV 
in Africa?

Contribute to community pro-
grams to care for those orphaned
by the epidemic and for those
otherwise affected households.

Integrate messages and informa-
tion about prevention, care,
and support into ongoing activi-
ties, such as youth and adult
education.

Identify and serve as an advocate
for vulnerable groups; for
example, young women and
orphaned children subject to
sexual exploitation or abuse.

Develop information, education,
and communication messages and
programs that stress the impor-
tance of family and moral values
in stopping the spread of HIV; for
example, remaining faithful to one
partner or encouraging delays in
the onset of adolescent sexual
activity.

Participate in care and support
programs for HIV-infected people.

Participate in strategic planning
activities at the district level.

What, for example,
could a Religious Leader
do now to help control
the spread of HIV in
Africa?

Integrate HIV/AIDS and psychoso-
cial counseling into youth and 
adult programs.

Disseminate messages on the ABCs
of HIV prevention: Abstinence; Be
faithful to one partner; or, in the
absence of the first two, use
Condoms.

Discourage acts of discrimination or
stigmatization against persons living
with HIV/AIDS and persons living in
AIDS-affected households.

Cooperate with nongovernmental
organizations, community-based
groups, and other churches in the
community to support home-based
care programs.

Develop a program of care and
support for orphans, widows, and
widowers.

Religious Leaders
Churches, mosques, and other reli-
gious organizations are in a unique
position to influence HIV/AIDS
policies and develop specific pro-
grams. Besides government, the
religious organizations are the other
set of institutions that permeate into
all corners of African societies.
Churches and/or mosques of some
variety exist in virtually every com-
munity in every country. Those of
the same denomination are linked
often with one another through poli-
cymaking umbrella organizations.
Leaders of religious organizations can
develop HIV/AIDS policies and reg-
ulatory guidelines within their own
organizations and governing bodies
and can participate in policy dialogue
and program development in the
larger community. Religious leaders
also can work with one another in
the struggle against the epidemic. 

In many communities, religious
leaders and institutions provide
support for both the spiritual and
physical well-being of their congre-
gants. Churches and mosques,
through their official and lay leader-
ship, can provide the personal,
trusted, and face-to-face relationships
that can alter sexual risk-taking
behaviors. Religious organizations
also can play (along with traditional
leaders) a central role in ensuring
that affected individuals and families
receive food, training, and other
support.

Political, governmental, nongovern-
mental, religious, business,
education, and other national and
community leaders all have a role to
play in limiting the spread of HIV, in
seeing that people living with HIV
and AIDS are able to live secure lives
free from discrimination, and in
ensuring that people otherwise affect-
ed by the epidemic receive necessary
support in Africa. If the leaders of

Africa all do their share, they can
change the course of the epidemic on
the continent.

Conclusion

This component offered examples
that illustrate the importance of
strong political commitment to
combat HIV/AIDS.  There are prac-
tical, affordable, and effective steps
that can be taken to strengthen polit-
ical commitment.  These steps and
methods are the subjects of the other
units in this toolkit series.
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