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The most important of all research areas is a cure for AIDS, which affects 

more than 6-million people in SA today, writes Françoise Barré-Sinoussi 

I AM visiting SA this week at the invitation of the Centre for the AIDS Programme of 

Research in SA (Caprisa). Recently recognised as a centre of excellence in HIV prevention, 

Caprisa’s research is world-class. 

As its new scientific adviser, my mission will be to play an active role in reviewing and 

guiding South African AIDS research into the future. It is an honour, as well as a huge 

responsibility, because the fight against AIDS is far from over; the task ahead of us is still 

huge. We can and we must always do better. 

Indeed, HIV/AIDS is a huge public health priority in SA. 

More than 6-million people are affected by HIV, more than in any other country in the world. 

Certain demographic groups are even more affected, primarily women and young girls. 

The good news is that tremendous success has been achieved in recent years. 

A growing number of HIV patients receive antiretroviral treatment and the number of deaths 

from AIDS has decreased by more than 50% since 2005. 

However, important challenges remain. Preventive programmes have not shown the same 

results as treatment programmes and the number of new cases remains unacceptably high, 

with about 400,000 people infected every year — again, women are at higher risk. 

Therefore, as part of a meeting with South African experts on the present state and future 

direction of international research into the prevention and treatment of HIV/AIDS at the Sci-

Bono Discovery Centre in Johannesburg today, I will address high school students on the 

important role female scientists and health professionals can and must play. 

In SA and all over the world, more participation by women and girls in the sciences and in 

health policy is needed. I believe that my experience and life’s work could inspire young girls 

to be more involved. 

There are other problems we have to face: insufficient early access, incomplete immune 

restoration and limitation in long-term adherence must be addressed. 

Further, although it is very successful, antiretroviral treatment is lifelong and its large-scale 

implementation therefore remains costly. 

Research has a crucial role to play in providing novel therapeutic strategies and information to 

implement new policies. This is why we need worldwide solidarity. 



To that effect, France, my home country, commits R4.6bn to the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, 

Tuberculosis and Malaria every year, as its second-largest contributor. 

In SA, since 2002, the fund has committed about R7.6bn to support programmes fighting HIV 

and tuberculosis, with more than R1.2bn coming from France. 

France also actively participates in research to fight HIV with the French Research Agency 

against AIDS and Viral Hepatitis (ANRS) and through the Institut Pasteur and universities. 

In SA, two main projects have been carried out with ANRS’s financial support. One is the 

Bophelo Pele Project based in Orange Farm that studied the effectiveness of male 

circumcision in the prevention of HIV infection. As a result, circumcision is now 

recommended as a preventive measure by the World Health Organisation and the Joint United 

Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS. 

The second one is the Treatment as Prevention pilot study that has been active in Hlabisa, 

KwaZulu-Natal, since 2011. It may demonstrate that antiretroviral therapy initiated just after 

diagnosis of HIV infection can decrease HIV incidence in the surrounding population. 

One important future area for us to consider, maybe the most important of all, is research on a 

cure for AIDS, which is one my major research focus areas. 

Because HIV/AIDS is a worldwide threat, we need a global response. To this end, France and 

SA have joined hands to fight this disease. 

• Barré-Sinoussi shared the 2008 Nobel Prize for Medicine for the co-discovery of HIV as the 

cause of AIDS. 
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