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Introduction

For journalists, a basic understanding of global health is now required to cover a wide range of 
topics -- not just stories about disease outbreaks or medical advances, but also Congressional 
policy debates, foreign policy and international relations, economics, food issues, military conflicts, 
and natural disasters. This guide provides up-to-date background information for reporters 
covering those issues. 

Though it has long been a major element of foreign aid and development assistance, global health 
has risen significantly in recent years on the U.S. policy agenda. That’s in part due to the growing 
burden of diseases in lower-income countries, such as HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, and malaria, among 
others. Also, potential infectious disease outbreaks -- from the H5N1 virus (“avian flu”) scare in 
2005/2006 to the H1N1 pandemic (“swine flu”) in 2009 -- have focused attention on how such 
diseases can spread rapidly in an increasingly globalized world, and on the infrastructure needed to 
monitor and address them. 

In response, donor nation funding to address health issues in lower- and middle-income countries 
has grown substantially, with total development assistance for health worldwide growing from $7.2 
billion in 2001 to $22.1 billion in 2007. The creation of the multilateral Global Fund to Fight AIDS, 
Tuberculosis and Malaria (Global Fund) in 2002 provided a major impetus for increased funding, as 
well as a structure to organize health initiatives. 

The U.S. -- in addition to being a major funder of the Global Fund -- is the largest donor in the 
world for global health, driven in large part by the creation of the President’s Emergency Plan for 
AIDS Relief (PEPFAR) in 2003, with an authorization of $15 billion over five years. The legislation 
was reauthorized in 2008 at $48 billion for an additional five years. 

In his fiscal year 2010 budget request to Congress, President Obama proposed a six-year, $63 
billion Global Health Initiative (GHI), which would direct $51 billion to prevent and treat HIV, TB, 
and malaria, as well as $12 billion towards other global health problems, including maternal (e.g., 
pre- and post-natal care) and child health.

The GHI, which represents an amalgam of existing programs, will likely increasingly be the focus of 
global health policy discussion in the U.S. Much of that attention will be on financing -- How much 
will U.S. global health aid grow? How much of any new funding will go towards different programs 
and diseases? However, there are a wide range of other issues raised by the GHI, including: 
increasing coordination across a multitude of aid programs, strengthening the health systems of 
lower-income countries, emphasizing the health of women and girls, and integrating foreign aid 
with other elements of foreign policy.
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The Basics of Global Health

Some of the primary causes of illness and death in developing countries are the same as those 
found in wealthier nations, including heart disease, stroke, and respiratory infections.

However, due to a number of factors -- particularly poverty, lack of adequate access to clean water 
and food, and climate and environmental conditions -- low- and middle-income countries are hit 
much harder by a variety of infectious diseases and other conditions such as HIV/AIDS, malaria, 
tuberculosis, food insecurity, and food and water-borne illnesses. In addition, lower-income 
countries often have an inadequate health infrastructure, which inhibits their ability to prevent, 
diagnose, and treat diseases. It is these issues that are generally the focus of U.S. global health 
policy and development assistance. 

This section provides basic background on the major diseases and conditions facing low- and 
middle-income countries.

HIV/AIDS

What it is: HIV is the virus that causes acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS). The first 
cases were reported in 1981. People become infected with HIV primarily though sexual contact with 
an infected person. It can also be transmitted through blood -- e.g., by using a syringe that has 
been previously used by someone who is infected -- or from a mother to a baby during pregnancy, 
delivery, or breastfeeding. HIV/AIDS weakens the immune system, leaving those affected 
vulnerable to opportunistic infections and potentially death. 

The numbers:

	 •  �33.4 million people were living with HIV as of 2008.
	 •  �About 2 million people died of AIDS-related causes in 2008, though deaths have been 

declining recently due to an increasing number of people receiving treatment.
	 •  �There were 2.7 million new HIV infections in 2008, and the number of new infections likely 

peaked in the late 1990s.
	 •  �Almost all of those living with HIV (97%) are in low- and middle-income countries, and two-

thirds are in sub-Saharan Africa. HIV is the leading cause of death in Africa.
	 •  �Goal 6 of the Millennium Development Goals calls for halting and beginning to reverse the 

spread of HIV/AIDS by 2015, and providing universal access to treatment to all who need it 
by 2010.

Treatment: There is no cure for HIV, but 
there are now medications available to 
attack the virus -- known as highly active 
antiretroviral therapy (commonly referred 
to as HAART or ART) -- and to prevent and 
treat the many opportunistic infections 
that can occur when the immune system is 
compromised by HIV. These treatments have 
led to dramatic reductions in mortality and 
morbidity. In December 2008, 4 million people 
in low- and middle-income countries were 
receiving treatment (.pdf) (42% of those in 
need), up from 3 million people in 2007 (33% 
of those in need). In November 2009 the 
World Health Organization (WHO) issued new 
guidelines (.pdf) recommending that people 
with HIV start treatment earlier, potentially 
doubling the number of people who are in 
need of treatment and not receiving it. 

http://www.kff.org/hivaids/3030.cfm
http://www.kff.org/globalhealth/guide/policy.cfm#mdg
http://data.unaids.org/pub/Report/2009/20090930_tuapr_2009_en.pdf
http://data.unaids.org/pub/Report/2009/20090930_tuapr_2009_en.pdf
http://data.unaids.org/pub/Report/2009/20090930_tuapr_2009_en.pdf
http://www.pepfar.gov/documents/organization/133035.pdf
http://www.pepfar.gov/documents/organization/133035.pdf
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Prevention: There is no vaccine to prevent HIV infection, though there are proven prevention 
methods.  Effective prevention strategies include: use of condoms, behavior change (e.g., 
delaying sexual debut and reducing the number of sexual partners), HIV testing to increase the 
number of people who know their infection status, blood supply safety, harm reduction efforts for 
injecting drug users (e.g., making clean needles available), use of ART to prevent mother-to-child 
transmission, and male circumcision.  Access to prevention, however, remains limited; only one in 
five of those at risk has access to needed services. 

For more information:

	 •  �Kaiser Family Foundation fact sheet.
	 •  �Country-by-country numbers.
	 •  �UNAIDS report on the global HIV/AIDS epidemic, and a 2009 update.
	 •  �Report on treatment progress (.pdf) from WHO/UNAIDS/WHO.
	 •  �Information about new WHO treatment guidelines issued in November 2009.
	 •  �CDC information about HIV/AIDS.
	 •  �Answers to frequently asked questions about HIV/AIDS.
	 •  �President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR) web site, and a Kaiser fact sheet on the 

program.
	 •  �Kaiser guides to news reporting on HIV/AIDS issues, available in English and a variety of 

other languages.

Malaria 

What it is: Malaria is one of the world’s most common and serious tropical diseases, caused by 
parasites transmitted to people by Anopheles mosquitoes. It thrives in warm tropical and sub-
tropical climates. Symptoms of malaria include fever, vomiting, and diarrhea, and in severe cases it 
can be deadly. 

The numbers:

	 •  �Half of the world’s population is at risk for malaria. It was endemic -- meaning that there are 
a constant, measurable number of new cases and natural transmission occurs over time -- in 
108 countries in 2008.

	 •  �Sub-Saharan Africa is the hardest hit region in the world, and parts of Asia and Latin America 
also face significant malaria epidemics.

	 •  �In 2008 there were an estimated 243 million cases of malaria and 863,000 deaths (89% of 
which occurred in Africa).

	 •  �Children are particularly at risk because they lack developed immune systems, and they 
represent 85% of all malaria deaths. Pregnant women are also at risk because pregnancy 
reduces immunity to malaria, increasing the risk of infection, severe illness, and death.

	 •  �Millennium Development Goal 6 calls for halting and beginning to reverse the incidence of 
malaria by 2015.

Treatment: Malaria can be treated with medications, including chloroquine, primaquine, and highly 
effective artemisinin-based combination therapy (ACT). ACT is recommended for areas with drug 
resistance or more deadly malaria strains. Multidrug-resistant malaria is now prevalent in Africa, 
South America, the Western Pacific, and South-East Asia. Distribution of ACT therapy, as reported 
by national malaria programs, rose from 2 million in 2004 to 73 million in 2008. However, access to 
treatment is still limited -- in a number of African countries surveyed in 2007-2008, less than 15% 
of children under age five with a fever received ACT. 

http://www.kff.org/hivaids/3030.cfm
http://www.kff.org/hivaids/3030.cfm
http://www.kff.org/hivaids/3030.cfm
http://www.globalhealthfacts.org/topic.jsp?i=1
http://www.unaids.org/en/KnowledgeCentre/HIVData/GlobalReport/default.asp
http://www.unaids.org/en/KnowledgeCentre/HIVData/EpiUpdate/EpiUpdArchive/2009/default.asp
http://data.unaids.org/pub/Report/2009/20090930_tuapr_2009_en.pdf
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/news/releases/2009/world_aids_20091130/en/index.html
http://www.cdc.gov/hiv/
http://globalhealth.kff.org/Diseases/HIV.aspx
http://www.pepfar.gov/
http://www.kff.org/globalhealth/8002.cfm
http://www.kff.org/hivaids/ReportingGuides.cfm
http://www.who.int/malaria/world_malaria_report_2009/factsheet/en/index.html
http://www.kff.org/globalhealth/guide/policy.cfm#mdg
http://www.who.int/malaria/world_malaria_report_2009/en/index.html
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Additional Kaiser Family Foundation Tools and Resources

The Kaiser Family Foundation provides a variety of resources that offer basic facts and information 
on global health, as well as analysis of U.S. policy issues and polling on public attitudes and 
perceptions. These resources -- all available through Kaiser’s U.S. global health policy online 
gateway page -- include:

	 •  �Global Health Facts, an easy-to-use tool providing country-level data on health and socio-
economic measures, displayed using maps and tables.

	 •  �A policy tracker, which summarizes major policy and budgetary developments related to U.S. 
global health policy.

	 •  �A budget tracker, providing up-to-date information on the status of Administration budget 
requests and Congressional action.

	 •  �The Kaiser Daily Global Health Policy Report, a daily summary of news coverage related to 
U.S. policy, available online and through a free email subscription.

	 •  �A glossary of global health terms.
	 •  �Downloadable PowerPoint slides on global health.
	 •  �Answers to frequently asked questions about various diseases.
	 •  �Guides to news reporting on HIV/AIDS issues, available in English and a variety of other 

languages.
	 •  �Webcasts of major global health policy conferences, expert panel discussions, and interviews 

with global health leaders.
	 •  �A free online video library for journalists who report on global health issues.

http://www.kff.org/kaiserpolls/gh.cfm
http://www.kff.org/kaiserpolls/gh.cfm
http://globalhealth.kff.org/
http://globalhealth.kff.org/
http://www.globalhealthfacts.org/
http://globalhealth.kff.org/Policy-Tracker.aspx
http://www.kff.org/globalhealth/8045.cfm
http://globalhealth.kff.org/News.aspx
http://globalhealth.kff.org/Common/Glossary.aspx
http://facts.kff.org/results.aspx?view=slides&topic=76
http://globalhealth.kff.org/Diseases.aspx
http://www.kff.org/hivaids/ReportingGuides.cfm
http://globalhealth.kff.org/Multimedia.aspx
http://globalhealth.kff.org/Video-Library.aspx
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