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ABSTRACT
The HIV/AIDS epidemic in East Africa has been shaped by both devastating health impacts and remarkable
progress achieved through global collaboration. This review examines the roles of the World Health Organization
(WHO), the Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS), and the Global Fund in shaping
prevention, treatment, and care interventions across the region. These organizations have contributed significantly
to scaling up antiretroviral therapy (ART), reducing mother-to-child transmission, and advancing community-based
approaches that address stigma while reaching vulnerable populations. Despite these achievements, critical
challenges persist, including heavy reliance on external funding, inadequate domestic resource mobilization, and
fragile health systems that threaten long-term sustainability. Socio-cultural barriers and inequitable access to care
further complicate efforts. The review highlights the need for adaptive strategies that integrate HIV/AIDS services
into Universal Health Coverage (UHC), strengthen local capacity, and promote community engagement to ensure
culturally relevant interventions. Ultimately, balancing global support with resilient, locally driven solutions will
be essential for sustaining progress, advancing epidemic control, and safeguarding the health and dignity of affected

populations in East Africa.
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INTRODUCTION

The HIV/AIDS epidemic continues to be a significant public health burden in East Africa, a region that has
historically recorded some of the highest prevalence and incidence rates globally. Countries such as Uganda, Kenya,
and Tanzania were among the earliest epicenters of the epidemic in the 1980s and 1990s, experiencing devastating
impacts on health, socio-economic development, and demographic structures [17]. The epidemic initially strained
weak health systems, deepened poverty levels, and disproportionately affected women, children, and other vulnerable
groups. However, over the last two decades, substantial progress has been made in reducing new infections,
improving access to life-saving antiretroviral therapy (ART), and enhancing prevention of mother-to-child
transmission (PMTCT) programs [27]. These achievements are largely attributed to the coordinated global
response, spearheaded by international support mechanisms such as the World Health Organization (WHO), the
Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS), and the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis,
and Malaria [87].

The WHO has played a pivotal role in setting global health standards, developing treatment guidelines, and
providing technical assistance to East African countries. UNAIDS has led advocacy, coordination, and mobilization
of stakeholders to build a unified response to the epidemic, ensuring that the human rights of affected populations
are central to interventions [47]. The Global Fund, on the other hand, has been the largest financier of HIV/AIDS
programs in the region, funding ART procurement, community-based initiatives, and capacity-building programs
that have significantly improved health outcomes. Together, these organizations have strengthened regional
responses, contributed to the decline in HI'V-related morbidity and mortality, and improved the quality of life for
millions of people living with HIV [57.

Despite the remarkable progress achieved, the HIV/AIDS response in East Africa still faces pressing challenges. A
key concern is the heavy dependence on external funding, particularly from the Global Fund, which raises questions

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the
original work is properly cited

Page | 6



https://www.eejournals.org Open Access
about sustainability in the face of shifting global health priorities and donor fatigue [67. Furthermore, domestic
resource mobilization remains insufficient, leaving countries vulnerable to funding gaps that threaten continuity of
care and expansion of services. Stigma, discrimination, and socio-cultural barriers continue to hinder uptake of
prevention and treatment programs, especially among key populations such as sex workers, men who have sex with
men (MSM), and adolescents [77]. Additionally, weak health systems, shortages of healthcare workers, and
inadequate integration of HIV/AIDS services into broader universal health coverage frameworks impede long-term
progress [87].

This study aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of how global support mechanisms shape the HIV/AIDS
response in East Africa, with a focus on the contributions of WHO, UNAIDS, and the Global Fund. It examines
how these organizations have influenced prevention and treatment strategies, particularly in areas such as
antiretroviral therapy (ART) coverage, prevention of mother-to-child transmission (PMTCT), and targeted
initiatives for vulnerable populations, including women, adolescents, and high-risk groups. The research also seeks
to assess the outcomes of these interventions while identifying persistent challenges that hinder sustainability, such
as heavy dependence on external funding, weak domestic resource mobilization, and limited integration of
HIV/AIDS programs into broader health systems. Building on these insights, the study will explore adaptive
strategies to promote local ownership, strengthen health system resilience, and ensure the long-term impact of
HIV/AIDS interventions. Guided by four central questions, the study investigates the specific roles of global
organizations, their influence on ART, PMTCT, and service delivery, the sustainability challenges affecting
programs, and potential collaborative pathways for capacity-building and integration into universal health coverage.
Ultimately, the findings will inform policymakers, researchers, and partners, offering culturally sensitive, context-
specific, and sustainable recommendations while emphasizing the importance of balanced partnerships that empower
East African nations.

‘WHO’s Contribution to HIV/AIDS Programs in East Africa

The World Health Organization (WHO) has been central in shaping and advancing HIV/AIDS programs in East
Africa, particularly through its role in setting global standards, providing technical expertise, and supporting health
system reforms. One of its key contributions has been the development of standardized treatment protocols,
including the “Treat All” approach, which ensures that all individuals diagnosed with HIV are offered antiretroviral
therapy (ART) regardless of clinical stage [97]. This policy has significantly improved treatment initiation,
adherence, and long-term outcomes. WHO has also invested in strengthening health systems by supporting
laboratory capacity, enhancing surveillance systems, and facilitating the training of healthcare workers to improve
service delivery and monitoring [107]. Furthermore, WHO has promoted the integration of HIV services into
broader health frameworks such as primary healthcare, maternal and child health, and tuberculosis programs. This
integration has not only improved access but also reduced stigma and enhanced the efficiency of care delivery. By
expanding the reach of HIV services into both rural and urban areas, WHO'’s interventions have led to better quality
of care, increased ART coverage, and stronger health outcomes, contributing to the region’s progress toward
epidemic control [117].

UNAIDS and Its Advocacy Role

UNAIDS has played a central role in shaping the global and regional HIV/AIDS response, particularly in East
Africa, through its strong advocacy, coordination, and emphasis on human rights—based approaches. One of its key
contributions is the provision of reliable data collection and monitoring systems, which enable countries to design
evidence-based national HIV/AIDS strategies tailored to their specific contexts [127]. Through robust policy
advocacy, UNAIDS has consistently pushed for the adoption of equity-centered frameworks that tackle stigma and
discrimination, ensuring people living with HIV are treated with dignity and have equal access to services. A
landmark achievement of UNAIDS is the introduction of the ambitious 90-90-90 global targets, recently expanded
to 95-95-95, which have motivated East African nations to prioritize widespread testing, effective treatment
coverage, and viral suppression, significantly accelerating progress toward epidemic control [1387. Importantly,
UNAIDS has also emphasized inclusivity, ensuring that vulnerable groups such as sex workers, men who have sex
with men, and adolescents are not left behind in HIV prevention and treatment programs. By aligning health
initiatives with social justice, UNAIDS continues to be a driving force in strengthening national responses, fostering
global solidarity, and working toward the eventual eradication of HIV/AIDS [147].

The Global Fund’s Financial and Programmatic Impact

The Global Fund has had a transformative financial and programmatic impact on HIV/AIDS responses in East
Africa, making it the largest contributor to the region’s progress in combating the epidemic. Its funding has played
a critical role in expanding access to antiretroviral therapy (ART), enabling millions of people living with HIV to
receive lifesaving treatment and significantly reducing HIV-related morbidity and mortality [157]. Beyond
treatment, the Fund has been instrumental in supporting prevention initiatives, including programs aimed at
preventing mother-to-child transmission (PMTCT), harm reduction strategies for key populations, and extensive
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community-based outreach efforts that raise awareness and promote safer practices. Additionally, the Global Fund
has invested in capacity development, strengthening health systems through improved supply chain management,
workforce training, and mechanisms to enhance transparency and accountability. These efforts have bolstered the
ability of national healthcare systems to deliver more effective and sustainable services. However, while its
contributions remain indispensable, the heavy reliance on Global Fund support raises concerns about long-term
sustainability. Many countries in East Africa remain dependent on its grants, underscoring the urgent need to
develop domestic financing strategies and integrate HIV/AIDS programs into broader health frameworks to ensure
continued progress when external support declines [167.
Programmatic Outcomes in East Africa
Programmatic outcomes in East Africa demonstrate the transformative impact of coordinated efforts by WHO,
UNAIDS, and the Global Fund in addressing HIV/AIDS. A major milestone has been the rapid scale-up of
antiretroviral therapy (ART), which now reaches millions across countries such as Kenya, Uganda, and Tanzania,
significantly reducing HIV-related morbidity and mortality [177]. Alongside this, the expansion of prevention of
mother-to-child transmission (PMTCT) programs has greatly contributed to lowering pediatric HIV infections,
with many countries recording sharp declines in transmission rates. Community-based interventions have also
played a critical role, bringing services closer to the people, improving HIV testing uptake, and fostering
environments that reduce stigma and discrimination [187. These community-driven approaches have been
particularly vital in reaching populations that might otherwise remain excluded from formal healthcare services.
However, despite the notable achievements, progress remains uneven. Rural areas, along with marginalized and
hard-to-reach groups, continue to face significant barriers in accessing treatment, prevention, and support services.
This persistent gap highlights the need for sustained investment, tailored approaches, and equitable strategies to
ensure that all populations benefit from the gains made in the regional HIV/AIDS response, thereby accelerating
progress toward epidemic control [197].
Challenges and Sustainability Concerns
HIV/AIDS programs in East Africa have greatly benefited from global initiatives, yet significant challenges threaten
their long-term sustainability. A major concern is the heavy dependence on external funding, as many countries rely
on the Global Fund, PEPFAR, and other donors to sustain their responses. This reliance makes programs vulnerable
to shifts in donor priorities or funding reductions [207]. Compounding this is the persistent weakness in domestic
resource mobilization, with national governments often allocating insufficient funds for HIV/AIDS, thereby
creating financing gaps that limit program continuity. Beyond financial issues, sociocultural barriers remain deeply
entrenched. Stigma, gender inequality, and cultural beliefs discourage individuals from accessing testing, prevention,
and treatment services, leading to persistent transmission risks. Additionally, health system constraints further
weaken program effectiveness. Many countries face shortages of skilled healthcare workers, inadequate
infrastructure, and fragile supply chain systems, which compromise consistent access to medicines and essential
services. Addressing these interconnected challenges requires building stronger domestic financial commitments,
fostering sociocultural change to reduce stigma, and investing in resilient health systems. Without such efforts, the
remarkable gains achieved through global support risk being undermined, threatening the progress made toward
controlling the HIV/AIDS epidemic in East Africa [217.
Future Directions
Future directions for HIV/AIDS programs in East Africa emphasize the need for sustainable, homegrown solutions
that move beyond dependence on international donors. A central priority is the integration of HIV services into
Universal Health Coverage (UHC) frameworks, ensuring that care is embedded within broader health systems and
accessible to all. Governments are urged to mobilize domestic resources by allocating greater portions of national
budgets to health while diversifying funding sources to reduce financial vulnerabilities [227]. Strengthening local
capacity through investment in healthcare infrastructure, workforce training, and innovation is equally critical to
minimize reliance on external technical support. Moreover, fostering community engagement is essential to
guarantee that interventions remain culturally relevant, locally accepted, and responsive to specific community
needs. Future strategies must also be adaptive, recognizing the shifting global health agenda by aligning HIV
services with the growing burden of non-communicable diseases. Such integration not only enhances efficiency but
also strengthens health system resilience. By pursuing these approaches, East African countries can create
sustainable, inclusive, and resilient HIV/AIDS programs that improve long-term health outcomes while building
self-reliant systems capable of responding effectively to both current and emerging public health challenges [237.
CONCLUSION
In conclusion, the fight against HIV/AIDS in East Africa has been significantly shaped by the global support
mechanisms of WHO, UNAIDS, and the Global Fund, whose contributions have transformed prevention, treatment,
and care outcomes. Together, these organizations have advanced ART scale-up, strengthened prevention of mother-
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to-child transmission, and improved community-based approaches that address stigma and reach vulnerable
populations. However, the sustainability of these achievements remains a pressing concern due to heavy reliance on
external funding, weak domestic resource mobilization, and persistent health system limitations. To secure long-
term progress, East African countries must integrate HIV/AIDS services into Universal Health Coverage, prioritize
domestic financing, and build stronger local capacities to reduce dependency on donor-driven interventions.
Community engagement and culturally sensitive approaches will be critical for ensuring equitable access and
effective service delivery. By combining global support with resilient, locally driven strategies, the region can move
closer to achieving epidemic control while safeguarding the health and dignity of its most vulnerable populations.
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