
Caribbean

430,000 (+7.5%)

 2.3%
 35,000

Latin America

1.6 million (+14%)

0.6%
84,000

North America

1 million (+5%)

0.6%
16,000
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Oceania 

32,000 (+33%)

0.2%
700

South and southeast Asia

6.5 million (+10%)

0.6%
460,000

North Africa
and Middle East

East Asia

900,000 (+32%)

0.1%
 44,000

Eastern Europe
and central Asia

1.3 million (+46%)

0.6%
49,000

Western Europe

580,000 (+7%)

0.3%
6,000

Sub-Saharan Africa

25 million (+5%)

7.5%
2.2 million

People living with HIV in 2003
(% increase since 2001)
Deaths due to AIDS in 2003
Adult prevalence rate 

China is on the brink of a 
serious HIV epidemic. Unless 
effective action is taken, an 
estimated 10 million people 
will carry the virus by 2010. In 
Xinjiang province, infection is 
fuelled by injecting drug use, 
up to 80% of whom have HIV. 
In Anhui, Henan and Shandong, 
the disease took off in the early 
1990s among farm workers 
who sold blood plasma to 
medical staff who failed to use 
clean needles. In some villages, 
up to 60% of these people are 
infected.  

New infections in Thailand fell from a 
peak of about 140,000 in 1991 to about 
21,000 in 2003, thanks to increased 
condom use and fewer brothel visits. The 
pattern of transmission has changed and HIV 
now seems to be spreading among the spouses 
and clients of sex workers. The country is also 
playing host to one of the few HIV vaccine efficacy 
trials. Some 16,000 volunteers are to receive two 
shots, the first delivering a modified virus containing 
a mixture of HIV genes, the second a mixture of 
viral-like proteins. Results are expected in 2007. 

Brazil pioneered the 
distribution of free AIDS 
treatment. Since 1996, 
more than 100,000 
Brazilians have taken 
advantage of the nation’s 
free drugs policy. But as 
HIV mutates, current drugs 
are becoming less 
effective, so hospitals are 
being forced to import 
costly, newer ones. 
Politicians and scientists 
are now discussing ways 
to assure the long-term 
viability of free drug 
treatment.

480,000 (+41%)

0.2%
24,000

Uganda is Africa’s success story. Friends and 
families talk openly about HIV, spreading the 
word about safe sex. In the capital, Kampala, 
the prevalence of HIV infection has dropped 
from 29% ten years ago to 8% today. 

Other African countries, including Ethiopia, 
Kenya, Mozambique and Tanzania, 

intend to set up their own production 
facilities to manufacture AIDS drugs. 

It is hoped that local production will 
help keep costs low, making the 

drugs more widely available. 

news feature

In 2003, about 4.8 million people
became infected with HIV — more
than in any previous year. The
latest figures from the Joint 
United Nations Programme 
on HIV/AIDS, made public on 
6 July, show that some 37.8
million people worldwide are 
now living with the virus. 

Those in sub-Saharan Africa,
the Caribbean, south Asia and southeast Asia
are dying in disproportionate numbers. Last year,
the virus killed about 8% of infected people in

these regions, compared with just 1% of those
in Western Europe and North America. The high
price and scarcity of AIDS drugs in developing
countries are to blame.

Sub-Saharan Africa continues to suffer most,
with 7 out of every 100 adults carrying the virus.
And as Africa’s population grows, so too does 
its problem with HIV. Yet the region has
experienced only a 5% increase in the number
of people living with HIV between 2001 and
2003, much less than in the rest of the
developing world. This is partly because Africa’s
epidemic is reaching a natural plateau. In some

countries, prevention strategies are also helping
to keep the virus in check. 

The most alarming surge in HIV infection 
is in Eastern Europe and central Asia, where 
there was a 46% rise in the number of people
living with HIV between 2001 and 2003.
Transmission there is mainly linked to
prostitution and injecting drug use, both of
which have flourished since the demise of the
Soviet bloc. North Africa and the Middle East
seem to have experienced a similar increase, 
but these figures may be unreliable, as
surveillance is far from complete. Helen Pilcher
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