World AIDS Conference to the World: We Have a Problem!
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AIDS 2026 delivered a clear and urgent message. But did those in power hear it?

Joint press release by Action against AIDS Germany and German AIDS Federation at
the close of AIDS 2026

At the 26th International AIDS Conference, the global HIV community made one thing
unmistakably clear: funding cuts and politically motivated withdrawals are putting the
achievements of the past decades, and millions of lives, at risk.

In the most challenging situation, the global HIV response has faced in decades,
scientists, civil society organisations, representatives of affected communities and
policymakers from heavily affected countries came together to seek solutions. Their
message to the governments of wealthy countries and to major pharmaceutical
companies was unmistakable: Do not abandon us now.

As the conference comes to a close, however, one question remains: Did those being
addressed hear and understand the message?

“The International AIDS Conference once again demonstrated the unique strength and
potential of the global HIV community. Yet political leaders still do not seem to grasp the
scale of the threat before us: the resurgence of a pandemic with devastating
consequences. This is entirely preventable. It must be clear that anyone who allows
these setbacks to happen now bears responsibility for millions of deaths and enormous
future costs," says Sylvia Urban, Board Member of Action against AIDS Germany and
the German AIDS Federation.

Where were those responsible?

At this year's International AIDS Conference, where were the governments that were
repeatedly called upon to act?

Representatives from countries struggling with the consequences of funding cuts were
present.

Germany, however, did not send a delegation.
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The United States, whose funding cuts are having devastating consequences
worldwide, used a pre-conference event to highlight its bilateral engagement.
Increasingly, however, that engagement is being shaped by national interests and tied
to political conditions. During the conference itself, no senior U.S. representatives were
present.

France sent its Ambassador for Global Health and was one of the few countries to host
an exhibition stand showcasing its HIV strategy. The stand became the target of an
angry protest—and rightly so. France has just reduced its contribution to the Global Fund
by 58%.

Were there any new financial commitments from wealthy countries during the
conference? None.

Nor did Germany announce any correction to its reduced contributions (see previous
press release).

The signal sent by many of the world's wealthiest countries could hardly have been
clearer: this crisis is simply not a political priority.

We Know the Direction, but We're Running Out of Fuel

The central question throughout the conference was how future HIV financing and
service delivery can be sustained. After an initial phase of shock, Rio marked the
beginning of a search for new solutions.

UNAIDS Executive Director Winnie Byanyima stressed that science, civil society and
communities are ready to build on the successes of recent decades and bring the HIV
pandemic to an end. The path forward is known.

Sylvia Urban emphasises:

"There is no shortage of ideas. The knowledge exists, and it is extensive. Everyone
working in the HIV field has already proven what they are capable of. What is missing is
funding and political will. After Rio, we have to conclude: we have a clear direction, but
we lack the fuel. Without it, we will not get far. In many places, the pandemic will catch
up with us again."

What Is Happening Right Now

Anyone who wanted to understand the consequences of current political decisions
could see them clearly in Rio. The weakening of global financing mechanisms is already
leading to serious consequences:

e Lower-income countries are being forced to finance a larger share of their HIV
response themselves—but cannot do so at such short notice. Many urgently need
debt relief.

o Health services and the professionals who deliver them are disappearing. People
are losing access to essential healthcare.

e Most countries are still managing to maintain HIV treatment to some extent.
However, funding for prevention is disappearing—including HIV pre-exposure
prophylaxis (PrEP), condoms and essential education programmes.



e As international financing through the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis
and Malaria declines, the international community also loses influence over
national HIV programmes. In many countries, already marginalised populations—
including gay and bisexual men, transgender people, people who use drugs and
people in prison—are increasingly excluded from services.

Pharmaceutical Companies Also Have a Responsibility

More clearly than at any time in recent years, the conference highlighted that
pharmaceutical companies must do more to support the global HIV response.

This applies particularly to Gilead, manufacturer of the long-acting HIV prevention
medicine lenacapavir. According to Winnie Byanyima, around 20 million people would
need access to the injectable medicine for it to significantly alter the course of the HIV
pandemic.

Gilead is negotiating bilateral licensing agreements with individual countries to enable
lower-cost generic production. Across almost the entire public health community, the
verdict was the same: too slow and too limited.

As a result, the medicine is unlikely to become available anytime soon in many Latin
American countries where it was extensively tested, a striking example of the
inequalities that continue to determine who lives and who dies in the HIV response.

Perhaps the most frequently repeated sentence throughout the conference was:
“Innovation without access is not innovation, it is injustice."

The quote, by Winnie Byanyima, was repeatedly cited, including by Brazil's Minister of
Health Alexandre Padilha during the opening ceremony.

Indifference Is Not an Option

"Shame!" activists repeatedly shouted across the conference venue in protest against
the continued lack of access to HIV services for millions of people.

"Pharma greed kills!" echoed through the halls.

"People living with HIV and the communities most affected fought powerfully for their
rights in Rio de Janeiro," says Sylvia Urban. "We must not abandon them now. Civil
society must carry forward their determination and their urgency until political leaders
finally act. Indifference is unacceptable. Throughout the history of this pandemic we
have fought, and we have achieved remarkable progress. Now we must do so again,
together."
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