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	 December 1st is World AIDS Day (WAD); a time to raise awareness about the Human 
Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) and Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS) and re-
flect on the lives of those living with and affected by the pandemic. In 2015, over 30 years after 
the first cases of HIV/AIDS were diagnosed, it is important to continue to bring recognition 
to the pandemic through WAD and other strategic initiatives. We are still facing a pandemic 
and we must remain vigilant. This paper addresses the history of WAD and examples of how 
governments and organizations around the globe unite people and raise awareness. 

HIV/AIDS PANDEMIC

	 The United Nations estimates that globally approximately 37 million people are liv-
ing with HIV and that around half of all people are living with HIV (PLWH) do not know their 
status, thus preventing them from accessing care and treatment. In 2014, over two million 
individuals became newly infected with HIV and 1.2 million people died from AIDS-related 
illnesses. Despite high rates of HIV/AIDS, especially in developing countries, we have made 
significant progress in prevention, care, and treatment. For example, 15 million PLWH are 
taking combination antiretroviral therapy. Globally, new rates of HIV infection have decreased 
by 35% since 2000 and there has been a 42% reduction in AIDS-related deaths since 2004. In 
order to curb the pandemic, the Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) has 
a three-prong goal to achieve by 2020: 90% of all PLWH will know their HIV status, 90% of 
all people with diagnosed HIV infection will receive sustained antiretroviral therapy, and 90% 
of all people receiving antiretroviral therapy will have viral suppression.1

HISTORY OF WORLD AIDS DAY

	 The WAD initiative was established by the World Health Organization (WHO) in 
1988 to facilitate the exchange of information among governments, community-based organi-
zations, PLWH, and the general public. The idea to start WAD was developed in 1987 by two 
WHO public information officers named James Bunn and Thomas Netter who were assigned to 
the Global Programme on AIDS. In January 1988 after a meeting of international health min-
isters in London, an event attended by health leaders from all around the world, it was decided 
that a large-scale event was necessary to bring greater awareness to the HIV/AIDS pandemic 
facing our global society.2

	 Bunn, an ex-American journalist from San Francisco, made the December 1st recom-
mendation for a number of strategic reasons. First, 1988 was a presidential election year in the 
United States. Coming off the heels of a major election, Bunn thought news journalists would 
take advantage and bring to light the first global event in the fight against HIV/AIDS. Secondly, 
it was right before the holidays, typically a “dead spot” in journalism as people are gearing up 
for holiday and other end-of-year celebrations. These two occurrences made it an optimal time 
for the inception of the first WAD.3

	 WHO organized WAD events, developing the annual themes and activities, until 1996, 
when these responsibilities were assumed by UNAIDS. In 1997 UNAIDS created the World 
AIDS Campaign to increase HIV/AIDS awareness and to integrate HIV/AIDS information on 
a global level.4 In 2004, the Campaign became an independent body, functioning as a global 
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advocacy movement outside of the United Nations and outside of Geneva.5

WORLD AIDS DAY EXAMPLES

	 WAD has become a universal call to action, recognizing our collective potential to create change while acknowledging the 
tremendous progress that has been made. During 2011-2015, the WAD theme has been “getting to zero”: zero new HIV infections, 
zero discrimination, and zero AIDS-related deaths.6 Below are some examples of how governments and other organizations imple-
ment WAD initiatives:

United States

	 In June 2014, New York Governor Andrew Cuomo established a blueprint containing three major steps to ending the HIV 
epidemic in New York State: (1) identifying persons living with HIV, (2) linking and retaining those diagnosed individuals into 
health care, and (3) providing access to Pre-Exposure Prophylaxis (PrEP) for high risk persons to help them stay negative.7 At Hofs-
tra University in Long Island, New York, we are partnering with a community-based organization (Pride for Youth, a program of the 
Long Island Crisis Center) to hold a research dissemination symposium where we will share results from an academic-community 
research partnership where we conducted an HIV and sexual health survey of young men who have sex with men (YMSM) to raise 
awareness on knowledge, attitudes, and perceptions of YMSM.

Canada

	 In Canada, in addition to WAD, December 1st is also the start of Aboriginal AIDS Awareness Week; a time of reflection on 
the impact of HIV/AIDS on their native people. Various events will take place to inspire hope, remember those who have passed, 
and acknowledge the groundbreaking science that has informed HIV prevention and treatment. These events include, but are not 
limited to: concerts, fundraisers, sex kit creations, HIV and social determinants workshops for women, and candlelight vigils.8,9

Ghana

	 The 2015 WAD commemoration in Ghana will begin on November 3rd, to commence a month long period of awareness, 
advocacy and testing events. Noting the remarkable successes of decreasing HIV infection among children and preventing mother-
to-child transmission of HIV, the Ghana AIDS Commission announced Ghana’s 2015 WAD theme, Fast Track: Meeting the Health 
Needs of Children towards an HIV-Free Generation. These successes come at the end of the five year Strategic Plan for HIV/AIDS. 
As Ghana transitions into the National Strategic Plan 2016-2020, it is cognizant of the advantages of partnerships to help to comple-
ment the services provided.10,11

Slovenia

	 Recognizing that more than half of HIV infections in Slovenia were detected late, the National Institute of Public Health, 
the WHO in Slovenia, and the Ministry of Health held a conference last year to confront the accessibility and availability of HIV 
testing. The conference also focused on how to eliminate stigma and discrimination that may significantly contribute to late HIV 
detection. Additionally, a group of medical students developed an initiative called Project Virus where they informally discussed 
safe sex at the popular Prešeren Square in Ljubljana.12

South Africa

	 Last year, South Africa reminded us that stigma and discrimination still serve as major deterrents for testing and treatment 
seeking. Despite the improvements made with regards to HIV treatment, stigma counters the fight against the HIV epidemic by 
hindering individuals from seeking testing and other prevention, care, and treatment services. Often times, HIV stigma and dis-
crimination leads to homelessness and family abandonment, unemployment, emotional distress, and other driving factors that can be 
burdensome. This year’s WAD events titled Zero Stigma and Discrimination are taking place against the backdrop of South Africa 
hosting the 21st International AIDS Conference in July 2016.13

 
Switzerland

	 Due to the vast amount of people unaware of their HIV status, the International Labour Organization Headquarters in Ge-
neva, Switzerland, building on their “Getting to Zero at Work” initiative, has aimed to have five million workers tested by 2015. This 
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initiative also protects the labor rights of those living with or affected with HIV. This initiative is a global public-private partnership 
involving governments, employers and workers to ensure access to testing, counselling and treatment for workers, their families and 
communities.14,15

A CALL TO ACTION

	 As a global community fighting HIV/AIDS, there are many things we can do to contribute to WAD. First, make sure all of 
your community partners and stakeholders learn about HIV/AIDS. The AIDS.gov website is a comprehensive, user-friendly web 
tool with information about prevention, care, and treatment. Second, show your support for PLWH. This can be done by wearing 
a red ribbon, the global symbol for HIV/AIDS, on December 1st and other times throughout the year. Finally, attend a local WAD 
event. Better yet, volunteer and/or donate for a WAD event to support a local HIV/AIDS service organization. Put your knowledge 
and skills into action!
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