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Refocus on prevention says Professor Helen Rees
 

In an interview on 702 on this year’s World 
AIDS Day, Professor Helen Rees, the 
Executive Director of Wits RHI said that 
South Africa has been greatly commended 
for the milestones it has reached in the 
fight against HIV. With over three million 
people on treatment, South Africa has the 
largest antiretroviral programme in the 
world. This has led to a dramatic increase in 
life expectancy and a huge reduction in the 
rate of mother-to-child transmission of HIV. 

The new 2015 World Health Organization 
(WHO) guidelines, released in September, 
recommend testing everyone for HIV and 
putting anyone who tests HIV-positive onto 
treatment immediately. UNAIDS has coined 
this short-term aim 90-90-90. For South 
Africa, this means that by 2020, 90% of 
people living with HIV will know their HIV 
status; 90% of people who know their 
status will be on treatment; and 90% of 
people on treatment will have suppressed 
viral loads. 

While the mortality rate in HIV-positive 
people has come down substantially, the 
rate of new infections remains at crisis 
levels. There are still in the region of 1 000 
new HIV infections in South Africa every 
day. Around 6.8 million people in South 
Africa are now living with HIV – and with 
the current medicines at our disposal all of 
these people will require treatment and 
care for the rest of their lives.

South Africa still has a great deal of work to 
do in tackling HIV infection – and while 
treatment programmes are proving highly 
successful, the next mountain to climb is 
prevention. “We now need to refocus on 
prevention because we have far too many 
new infections and if you think about it, it’s 
not going to be sustainable for the health 
system to have more and more people on 

antiretrovirals,” Professor Rees said. While 
new infections are taking place in all age 
groups and in all parts of our country, of 
particular concern are young women 
between the ages of 15 and 24. This is a 
vulnerable group which is exposed to 
numerous risks and is often the main 
victim of violence and unemployment. 
Professor Rees recommends a 
multi-pronged intervention which includes 
changing the messaging around HIV, 
accompanied by a social movement and 
new technology.

Read more about prevention in “South 
Africa has excelled in treating HIV – 
prevention remains a disaster” by Wits 
RHI’s Professor Francois Venter, Professor 
Sinead Delany-Moretlwe and Dr Saiqa 
Mullick in The Conversation. 
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We now need to refocus on prevention because we have 
far too many new infections and if you think about it, it’s 
not going to be sustainable for the health system to have 
more and more people on antiretrovirals.  “ ”

Professor Helen Rees, the Executive Director of Wits RHI

The Wits Reproductive
Health HIV Institute

@WitsRHI
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 projects 

In September this year the World Health 
Organization (WHO) issued new guidelines 
on when to start antiretroviral therapy 
(ART) and on pre-exposure prophylaxis 
(PrEP) for HIV. Two important changes to 
current treatment were recommended: 

1   ART is now recommended for all   
     HIV-positive people irrespective of CD4  
     count, as opposed to previous 
     guidelines which recommended   
     initiating treatment only once the CD4   
     count dropped to 500 cells/mm3. 
2   The new guidelines recommend that 
     PrEP should be available as a prevention 
     choice for HIV-negative people who are 
     at substantial risk of HIV infection as 
     part of a combination prevention 
     approach. If HIV exposure does occur, 
     the ART stops the virus from entering 
     healthy cells and replicating. This 
     prevents HIV from establishing itself and 
     the person remains negative.

These recommendations will impact global 
health significantly by reducing HIV-related 
illnesses and deaths and decreasing new 
infections. 

The full update of the guidelines will be 
released later this month together with 
revised operational and service delivery 
guidance to support implementation. Wits 
RHI is leading the adaptation of the WHO 
PrEP guidelines for South Africa.

New PrEP guidelines released

 Cash transfers found not to 
reduce HIV risk 

Findings from the HPTN 068 study show that 
conditional cash transfers for school 
attendance does not reduce the risk of HIV 
among high school girls in South Africa.
 
The study was conducted among 2 533 girls 
in Agincourt Health and Socio-Demographic 
Surveillance Site (AHDSS) in Mpumalanga.

Young women and their parent or guardian 
were randomised to one of two study arms: 
1)  A monthly cash transfer of R300 per 
     month conditional on 80% school 
      attendance, or 
2)  A control arm that did not receive any 
     cash transfer. 

Providing cash on the condition of attending 
school has been proposed as an intervention 
for young women at high risk of HIV 
infection. This theory is based on studies 
showing that cash transfers are an effective 
way to keep girls in school and that schooling 
reduces HIV risk. Cash transfers are also 
thought to reduce young women’s HIV risk by 
decreasing their dependence on older male 
partners and transactional sex.

While the HPTN 068 study did not find any 
difference in new HIV infections between the 
young women who received cash transfers 
and those who did not, the young women 
who did receive cash transfers reported 
significantly less risk behaviours. They 
reported significantly fewer sex partners, less 
unprotected sex, and were less likely to 
experience intimate partner violence 
compared with the young women who did 
not receive cash. 

Wits RHI was a key partner in this study and 
part of the protocol team which led the 
qualitative component of the study. 

TAPS Demonstration Project 
evaluating the feasibility of 
providing oral PrEP to sex 
workers
The Wits RHI TAPS Demonstration Project is 
evaluating the feasibility of providing oral 
PrEP as part of a combination prevention 
package, and immediate treatment as part 
of an HIV intervention, to female sex 
workers in urban settings (Johannesburg and 
Pretoria) in South Africa. 

According to the recently released UNAIDS 
2015 World AIDS DAY report, PrEP can be an 
effective prevention tool for individuals at 
substantial risk of HIV infection such as 
sex workers. 

The TAPS Demonstration Project builds on 
years of strengthening community links and 
providing services to sex workers. Female 
sex workers have been engaged in the 
development and implementation of the 
service package. During focus group 
discussions held in Johannesburg and 
Pretoria, sex workers discussed their 
experiences with HIV service provision and 
access, including their idea of optimal HIV 
prevention and treatment. Their attitudes 
toward PrEP, immediate HIV treatment and 
frequent HIV testing were also explored. 

Although the TAPS Demonstration Project is 
still in its early days, a preliminary analysis of 
the focus group discussions shows that PrEP 
is a welcome addition to a limited array of 
HIV prevention options. Stigma and violence 
were identified as barriers that need to be 
addressed and education and adherence 
support from clinic and community sources 
are needed. Nonetheless, the prevailing view 
was that these challenges can be overcome. 
As of October 2015, only one participant had 
withdrawn from the project, and no patients 
had been lost to follow-up. Anecdotal 
reports from participants indicate that the 
friendly environment within the clinics and 
supportive attitude of staff help maintain 
high retention rates.



   

Abigail Hatcher staff profile

During this year’s ‘World AIDS Day’ week, 
The Conversation published a series of 
articles from senior Wits RHI researchers 
which focused on their work around 
HIV/AIDS. To read more, visit 
https://theconversation.com 

South Africa has excelled in 
treating HIV – prevention 
remains a disaster
The final push against HIV requires a 
multi-pronged approach. Although South 
Africa needs to celebrate the victories of 
treatment, it must ensure that there are 
continued resources to roll out 
anti-retrovirals as both an effective 
treatment and prevention strategy. The 
country needs to acknowledge that its 
prevention program isn’t enough. Read 
more about what Professor Francois 
Venter, Professor Sinead Delany-Moretlwe 
and Dr Saiqa Mullick had to say: 

HIV can be prevented in 
babies if their mothers are 
kept safe
When pregnant HIV-positive women 
regularly take their medication, 
mother-to-child transmission of HIV can be 
virtually eliminated, says Abigail Hatcher, 
Senior Researcher. Read more on how 
stigma and intimate partner violence, 
prevents HIV-positive mothers from 
accessing care and treatment.

What drove women to lie in 
an HIV clinical trial in south-
ern Africa?
Two years ago women were found to have 
lied in a clinical trial in South Africa for a 
new HIV drug. The VOICE trial was 
unsuccessful due to low adherence. When 
the trial was completed it was found that 
many women involved had not been 
honest about their adherence to the drug 
regime they had signed up to take. 
Jonathan Stadler, Technical Head, explores 
the reasons for this deception in his article. 

What’s needed in the final 
push to eliminate new cases 
of HIV in children?
The prevention of HIV from mothers to 
children has been the most successful HIV 
prevention programme in South Africa and 
across the globe. However Dr Lee Fairlie, 
Technical Head, believes that certain areas 
need attention to reduce the burden of 
paediatric HIV.

Abigail Hatcher is a Senior Researcher at 
the Wits Reproductive Health and HIV 
Institute (Wits RHI). She has expertise in 
testing behavioural and structural 
interventions for intimate partner violence 
among women and male partners. As a 
PhD candidate in the Wits School of Public 
Health, she is using quantitative and 
qualitative methods to explore how 
partner violence influences adherence and 
mental health among pregnant and 
postpartum HIV-positive women. 

For her doctoral work on partner violence 
and HIV adherence, Abigail won the 
“Young Researcher Runner-Up” Award at 
the international conference Sexual 
Violence Research Forum. Alongside her 
doctoral research, Abigail serves as 
Co-Principal Investigator for two trials in 
Johannesburg: an antenatal care trial 
testing a nurse-led empowerment 
intervention for violence in pregnancy; and 
a community trial testing how gender 
mobilisation may reduce men’s use 
of violence. 

Abigail has published 25 manuscripts and 
serves as a peer reviewer for two-dozen 
journals, policy papers, and a series of 
violence research guidelines. She manages 
a team of eight researchers in 
Johannesburg and mentors students and 
researchers in Johannesburg, San 
Francisco, and Kisumu, Kenya. 

During her Masters 
degree at the University 
of Cape Town she joined 
a project called IMAGE 
that was trying to reduce 
violence and HIV in women through community 
mobilisation and economic empowerment. The 
intervention reduced women’s experience of 
violence by half and was a game-changer for 
the violence and HIV fields. 

“I am passionate about the idea that our model 
for addressing violence might be expanded to 
new clinics in South Africa and across the 
continent,” says Abigail.

Abigail recently published an article in The 
Conversation talking about how 
mother-to-child transmission of HIV could be 
virtually eliminated if pregnant HIV-positive 
women regularly take their medication. 
To find out more go to 
https://theconversation.com

I am passionate about the 
idea that our model for 
addressing violence might 
be expanded to new clinics 
in South Africa and across 
the continent

“
”

   

   

 Highlights from recent 
conferences — ICASA 

The 18th ICASA Conference was held in 
Harare from 29 November until 4 
December 2015.  The theme of the 
conference was “AIDS in Post 2015 Era: 
Linking Leadership, Science & Human 
Rights” and was attended by over 7 000 
delegates.  One of the key highlights of the 
conference was the release of the WHO 
guidelines on Universal Test and Treat and 
Pre-Exposure Prophylaxis.  These provide 
guidance to countries to offer ARV drugs to 
HIV negative individuals at significant risk 
of acquiring HIV to prevent infection. A 
satellite session on “Nationalising the WHO 
guidelines on oral PrEP: What will it take?” 
was hosted by the OPTIONS Consortium of 
which Wits RHI is a core partner. 

The OPTIONS Consortium represents an 
international, multidisciplinary partnership 
dedicated to catalyse and ensure access to 
ARV prevention options, including oral 
PrEP, for those who need it.  

The panel consisted of government 
representatives, researchers, clinicians and 
community advocates. An overview of the 
PrEP guidelines was given and a panel 
discussion addressed cross-cutting issues of 
implementation, highlighting the need for 
country leadership, an inclusive guideline 
development process and challenges 
around implementation decisions. 

The session was attended by over 100 
conference delegates. The conference was 
an excellent opportunity to promote 
inter-sectoral achievements in the AIDS 
response and to strengthen the partnership 
among governments, civil society and 
development partners.

s



 Visitors to Wits RHI  

 

As a leader in the field of HIV, reproductive health and vaccinology, Wits RHI is proud to regularly host key people both nationally and 
internationally to showcase our range of projects and the importance of collaborative health programmes and research. This last quarter was 
no exception.

Hugh Solomon Building, 22 Esselen Street, Hillbrow, 
2001, Johannesburg, South Africa

rhicomms@wrhi.ac.za

011 358 5500

www.wrhi.ac.za

I am passionate about the 
idea that our model for 
addressing violence might 
be expanded to new clinics 
in South Africa and across 
the continent

Wits RHI directors with Lin Liu, the Deputy Director of USAID-HIV/AIDS o�ce and her delegation at our Hillbrow o�ces.

Wits RHI directors with the UK Government Chief Scienti�c Adviser, Sir Mark Walport and his colleagues from the British High Commission.


