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For almost 20 years, we have been marking World AIDS Day on December 1st of 

every year. It is an important occasion where we look back and review our commitments 

and accomplishments; and we look ahead to renew our efforts and fulfil our aims. We 

and all the leaders of the world have committed to attaining universal access to HIV 

prevention, treatment and care. And indeed, we have been working to fulfil this 

commitment. 

By the end of last year, the number of people living with HIV in the Region had 

reached 530 000. Several countries of the Eastern Mediterranean Region have been 

scaling up their interventions. The only country which is not yet providing antiretroviral 

therapy (Afghanistan) is on its way to doing so, early next year. During 2007, a little less 

than 2700 additional people living with HIV in need of therapy began to receive it. 

Several countries have started targeting the most-at-risk groups with assessments, 

prevention interventions and treatment services. This is definitely commendable. 

However, these are only first steps along the right path in our fight against the HIV virus, 

and an indication that we are capable of going much further. To date, the proportion of 

those in need of antiretroviral therapy in the Region who are actually receiving it is not 
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more than 5%. Programmes addressing most-at-risk groups, where implemented, are not 

comprehensive, but small in scale or limited to one most-at-risk group rather than all. 

This situation is unacceptable and demands much more work. 

For the second year running, the World AIDS Campaign is emphasizing the role of 

leaders in the fight against HIV. Each of us can be a leader––in our family, peer group, 

team, community or society. In the Eastern Mediterranean Region this year we are 

focusing particularly on female leadership––spotlighting women leaders who have set an 

example for others to follow, others who can also be leaders in the fight against HIV in 

general, and who can address women’s issues in particular. Women across the Region 

have assumed their roles as leaders from their positions as political figures, policy and 

decision-makers, researchers, community workers and leaders of groups of people living 

with HIV. More such leaders are needed, to advocate on behalf of women in the Region, 

who continue to be biologically, socially and economically more vulnerable to HIV, and 

more affected by its negative impact than men.  

Our global theme this year for World AIDS Day is Leaders, Keep the promise, Stop 

AIDS Women in the Region are leaders in many spheres. Now it is time for women to 

play a greater role in the fight against HIV, taking charge of their own needs and that of 

their communities. Let us all join hands and march together in common aim for universal 

access to HIV prevention, treatment and care. 

Women! Take the Lead.   


