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ABSTRACT

This comprehensive review examines the HIV/AIDS epidemic in Papua New Guinea (PNG), a country
characterized by its unique cultural and geographical context. Although the global HIV/AIDS crisis began in the
early 1980s, PNG's first case was not recorded until 1987. Since then, the epidemic has significantly impacted the
nation, evolving into a critical public health challenge. This review explores the historical context, epidemiology,
socioeconomic impacts, and public health responses to HIV/AIDS in PNG. The epidemiological analysis
highlights the generalized nature of the epidemic in PNG, with heterosexual transmission being the predominant
mode. Key populations, such as sex workers and men who have sex with men (MSM), are disproportionately
affected due to social stigma, discrimination, and limited access to healthcare. Regional disparities in prevalence
are also notable, with urban areas and certain provinces, particularly in the Highlands region, experiencing higher
burdens of the disease. The socioeconomic impacts of HIV/AIDS in PNG are profound, straining the already
limited healthcare infrastructure and exacerbating poverty, especially in rural areas. The review discusses how
cultural factors, including traditional beliefs, polygamy, and the practice of bride price, contribute to the spread of
HIV and hinder public health interventions. Stigma and discrimination further complicate efforts to manage the
epidemic, often deterring individuals from seeking testing and treatment. Public health responses in PNG have
included preventive campaigns, expanded testing and counseling services, and the introduction of Antiretroviral
Therapy (ART) programs. Community-based approaches, such as peer education and support groups, have also
played a crucial role in combating the epidemic. Despite these efforts, challenges remain, including geographic
isolation, cultural barriers, and limited resources. The review concludes with future directions and
recommendations for strengthening PNG's healthcare infrastructure, addressing stigma and discrimination,
enhancing prevention strategies, and investing in research and surveillance. These measures are essential for
controlling the HIV/AIDS epidemic and improving the overall health and well-being of the population in Papua
New Guinea.
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INTRODUCTION
The Introduction to the topic of HIV/AIDS in Papua New Guinea (PNG) provides an essential overview of the
global and local context of the epidemic, establishing the significance of understanding its impact on a country
with distinct cultural and geographical characteristics. HIV/AIDS, first identified in the early 1980s, quickly
became a major global health crisis [17]. While many regions were immediately affected, PNG remained relatively
untouched due to its geographic isolation and unique socio-cultural dynamics [27]. The country’s first case of
AIDS was documented in 1987, highlighting the delayed onset of the epidemic compared to other parts of the
world. This delay, however, did not protect PNG from the severe implications of the disease. This review is
positioned to delve into various aspects of the HIV/AIDS situation in PNG, starting from the historical context. It
will explore how the epidemic emerged within the country, the initial public health responses, and the challenges
that arose due to cultural stigmas and infrastructural limitations [37]. Understanding these early developments is
crucial for grasping the current state of HIV/AIDS in PNG and anticipating future challenges. The
epidemiological landscape of HIV/AIDS in PNG has evolved significantly since the first case was reported. Initial
cases were sparse, and awareness of the disease was minimal. As the 1990s progressed, the number of infections
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began to increase, marking the beginning of a serious public health concern [47. The socioeconomic impacts of the
epidemic are another critical area of focus. HIV/AIDS has affected the lives of individuals, families, and
communities across PNG. The disease has strained healthcare systems, affected workforce productivity, and
exacerbated poverty, particularly in rural areas where access to healthcare is limited. Cultural influences have
played a significant role in the spread and management of HIV/AIDS in PNG. Traditional beliefs and practices,
combined with a lack of education on the disease, have contributed to stigmatization and discrimination against
those infected. These cultural factors have often hindered effective public health interventions, complicating efforts
to control the epidemic [57]. In response to the growing crisis, both the PNG government and international
organizations took action. The establishment of the National AIDS Council in 1997 marked a critical step in the
country’s fight against HIV/AIDS. Early public health responses focused on increasing awareness, promoting safe
sex practices, and encouraging voluntary testing. Despite these efforts, the challenges were immense, with cultural
stigmas, limited healthcare infrastructure, and geographical barriers posing significant obstacles to effective
intervention [67]. As this review progresses, it will also consider the future challenges that PNG faces in its
ongoing battle against HIV/AIDS. These include improving healthcare access, reducing stigma, and adapting
public health strategies to meet the evolving needs of the population. This introduction sets the stage for a
comprehensive exploration of HIV/AIDS in Papua New Guinea, providing a foundation for understanding the
complex interplay of historical, cultural, and public health factors that have shaped the epidemic in the country

77

Epidemiology of HIV/AIDS in Papua New Guinea
Current Trends and Statistics on HIV/AIDS in Papua New Guinea (PNG) provide a critical understanding of the
epidemic's scope and the populations most affected by the virus. As of the latest data, PNG is noted to have one of
the highest HIV prevalence rates in the Asia-Pacific region, a reflection of the significant public health challenges
the country faces in controlling the epidemic [87]. The HIV epidemic in PNG is described as a generalized
epidemic, indicating that the virus has spread widely among the general population rather than being confined to
specific high-risk groups. However, transmission continues to occur predominantly through heterosexual contact,
which remains the most common mode of transmission in the country. Key populations, such as sex workers and
men who have sex with men (MSM), are disproportionately affected by the epidemic. These groups experience
higher rates of HIV infection due to various factors, including social stigma, discrimination, and limited access to
healthcare services. The vulnerability of these populations is further compounded by societal taboos that
discourage open discussion and education about sexual health [97. According to UNAIDS, approximately 0.8% of
the adult population in PNG is living with HIV. This seemingly modest percentage translates to tens of thousands
of individuals directly impacted by the virus, highlighting the epidemic's significant burden on the country. The
widespread nature of the epidemic also underscores the challenges in achieving the public health goals of reducing
new infections and providing comprehensive care to those living with HIV [107.
One of the critical aspects of the epidemic in PNG is the regional disparities in HIV prevalence. The distribution of
HIV cases across the country is uneven, with certain regions experiencing a far higher burden than others. Urban
areas, particularly Port Moresby and other major cities, report higher prevalence rates due to factors such as
higher population density, increased social interaction, and better access to testing facilities.
However, it is in specific provinces, like those in the Highlands region, where the epidemic’s impact is most
pronounced. This region is heavily affected by the epidemic, largely due to several interrelated factors:
High rates of mobility: People frequently move between regions, which increases the risk of spreading the virus.
Gender-based violence: The prevalence of violence against women exacerbates their vulnerability to HIV,
particularly in contexts where they may have limited ability to negotiate safe sex.
Limited access to healthcare services: In many parts of the Highlands, access to healthcare, including HIV
testing and treatment, is restricted, leading to late diagnoses and poor health outcomes.
In contrast, rural areas of PNG, though less densely populated, face their own unique challenges in combating
HIV. The geographical isolation of many rural communities makes it difficult for residents to access testing and
treatment services, which are often concentrated in urban centers. This lack of access can result in delayed
diagnosis and treatment, worsening the health outcomes for those living with HIV and contributing to the
ongoing spread of the virus.
The combination of these factors creates a complex landscape where certain populations and regions are
disproportionately affected, making the epidemic in PNG a multifaceted challenge [117]. Addressing these regional
disparities requires tailored public health strategies that consider the unique social, cultural, and logistical barriers
present in different parts of the country.
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In summary, the current trends and statistics on HIV/AIDS in PNG reveal a deeply entrenched epidemic that
varies significantly by region and population. The high prevalence rates among key populations and the stark
regional disparities underscore the need for targeted interventions and improved access to healthcare to effectively
combat the spread of HIV in PNG.

Socioeconomic Impacts of HIV/AIDS in Papua New Guinea
The Impact on Healthcare Systems in Papua New Guinea (PNG) due to the HIV/AIDS epidemic has been
profound and multifaceted, exposing the vulnerabilities and limitations of the country’s healthcare infrastructure.
The epidemic has overwhelmed a healthcare system already constrained by limited resources, insufficient
infrastructure, and a shortage of trained healthcare professionals. One of the most significant challenges is the
provision of HIV testing, treatment, and care services [127]. PNG's healthcare system has struggled to meet the
growing demand for these essential services. While efforts have been made to expand access to Antiretroviral
Therapy (ART), coverage remains inadequate. Many individuals living with HIV are unable to access life-saving
medications, either due to the unavailability of these drugs in their region or because of logistical barriers, such as
the long distances to healthcare facilities in rural areas. This limited access not only compromises the health of
those living with HIV but also contributes to the continued spread of the virus, as untreated individuals are more
likely to transmit HIV to others.The strain on the healthcare system is further exacerbated by the need for
ongoing monitoring and management of HIV patients, including regular viral load testing, which is crucial for
effective ART management. The scarcity of such services in many parts of PNG means that even those who do
have access to ART may not receive the necessary follow-up care to ensure the treatment is effective [137].
In addition to these clinical challenges, the healthcare system is also burdened by the economic consequences of
the epidemic. HIV/AIDS primarily affects individuals in their most productive years, leading to significant loss of
income for affected families and communities. The costs associated with HIV/AIDS, including treatment, travel to
healthcare facilities, and care for the sick, can be crippling for families, especially in a country where many people
live in poverty [14]. This financial burden is compounded by the loss of breadwinners, which not only affects
individual households but also has a broader economic impact, reducing the overall productivity of the workforce
and hindering economic development.
At a macroeconomic level, the epidemic increases healthcare costs for the government, which must allocate already
limited resources to combat HIV/AIDS while still addressing other pressing health issues. This diversion of
resources can lead to a weakening of the overall healthcare system, making it less capable of responding to other
health crises. The social and cultural implications of the HIV/AIDS epidemic in PNG are equally significant.
Stigma and discrimination against people living with HIV remain pervasive, often leading to social isolation and
marginalization [157. This stigma is deeply rooted in cultural beliefs and misconceptions about the disease, which
can discourage people from getting tested or seeking treatment, thereby perpetuating the cycle of infection.
Cultural practices such as polygamy and bride price also play a role in the spread of HIV. Polygamy, which is
practiced in some communities, can facilitate the transmission of HIV if one partner is infected. Similarly, the
tradition of bride price, where a groom pays a sum of money or goods to the bride’s family, can place women in a
position where they have little control over their sexual health, as they may feel obligated to remain in a marriage
even if their husband is unfaithful or infected with HIV [167]. These practices complicate efforts to promote safe
sexual behaviors and reduce the spread of HIV.
Furthermore, the social dynamics of PNG, where communal living and close-knit communities are common, can
either facilitate or hinder public health interventions. On one hand, strong community ties can support public
health campaigns, but on the other hand, they can also perpetuate stigma and resistance to change if cultural
leaders and influencers do not support these efforts [177]. The HIV/AIDS epidemic has had a profound impact on
PNG's healthcare system, stretching its limited resources and exposing the need for greater investment in
healthcare infrastructure and services. The economic consequences of the epidemic are severe, affecting not just
individuals and families but also the broader economy. Additionally, the social and cultural dimensions of the
epidemic present significant challenges to public health efforts, necessitating culturally sensitive approaches to
stigma reduction, education, and prevention. Addressing these issues is crucial for controlling the HIV/AIDS
epidemic and improving the overall health and well-being of the population in PNG [187].

Public Health Responses and Interventions

The PNG government and international partners have been working to combat HIV/AIDS in the country
through various public health interventions. Preventive campaigns have been implemented to raise awareness
about HIV, educate the public on transmission modes, and promote safe sexual practices. These campaigns
emphasize the importance of condom use as a critical measure for preventing the spread of HIV [197. The
government has also focused on expanding HIV testing and counseling services across the country, particularly in
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remote and rural areas where access to healthcare is limited. Counseling services have been integrated into testing
programs to provide psychological support and educate individuals about living with HIV. Antiretroviral Therapy
(ART) programs have been introduced and expanded, making life-saving medications more accessible to those
living with HIV. The PNG government, with support from international donors and organizations, has worked to
scale up ART programs, making life-saving medications more accessible [207]. Community-based approaches have
also played a crucial role in PNG's HIV response, with numerous community-based organizations mobilizing to
provide education, support, and advocacy at the local level.
Peer education, support groups, and outreach programs are effective strategies employed by these organizations.
Peer educators are often more trusted and relatable than outsiders, leading to more effective behavior change.
Limited resources, such as funding, infrastructure, and human resources, further strain the fight against
HIV/AIDS in PNG. Stigma and discrimination remain significant challenges in PNG, deterring individuals from
seeking testing and treatment [217]. Addressing stigma requires ongoing community engagement, education, and
advocacy to change attitudes and reduce fear and misinformation surrounding HIV. While the PNG government
and international partners have made significant strides in addressing the HIV/AIDS epidemic, significant
challenges remain. Geographic isolation, cultural barriers, limited resources, and persistent stigma continue to
hinder the effective delivery of services. Overcoming these obstacles will require sustained commitment,
innovative approaches, and a strong focus on community involvement [227].
FUTURE DIRECTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Strengthening Healthcare Infrastructure
To effectively combat HIV/AIDS, there is a need to strengthen PNG’s healthcare infrastructure. This includes
increasing access to testing and treatment facilities, particularly in rural areas, and improving the availability of
ART [23]. Training healthcare workers and ensuring a consistent supply of medications are also critical.
Addressing Stigma and Discrimination
Efforts to reduce stigma and discrimination are essential for encouraging individuals to seek testing and treatment
[247]. Public education campaigns, community engagement, and the involvement of traditional leaders can help
change attitudes and promote acceptance of people living with HIV.
Enhancing Prevention Strategies
Preventing new HIV infections remains a priority. Expanding access to condoms, promoting voluntary medical
male circumcision, and increasing awareness of safe sexual practices are key strategies [267]. Additionally,
integrating HIV services with other health programs, such as maternal and child health, can improve outreach and
reduce transmission.
Research and Surveillance
Ongoing research and surveillance are necessary to monitor the epidemic’s trends and assess the effectiveness of
interventions. Investing in research on the social, cultural, and economic factors driving the epidemic can inform
the development of more targeted and effective strategies.
CONCLUSION
The HIV/AIDS epidemic in Papua New Guinea (PNG) is a complex and multifaceted issue with significant
regional disparities and high prevalence among key populations. The socioeconomic, cultural, and healthcare
impacts of the epidemic strain PNG's healthcare infrastructure, exacerbating poverty, and perpetuating stigma and
discrimination. The PNG government and international partners have made strides in addressing the epidemic
through preventive campaigns, expanded access to Antiretroviral Therapy (ART), and community-based
approaches. However, significant challenges remain, including the need to strengthen healthcare infrastructure,
reduce stigma and discrimination, and enhance prevention strategies. Prioritizing healthcare infrastructure,
particularly in rural areas, is crucial for accessibility of testing and treatment services. Addressing stigma through
public education and community engagement is essential for encouraging individuals to seek testing and treatment
without fear of discrimination. Enhancing prevention strategies, including increasing access to condoms and
integrating HIV services with other health programs, is key to preventing new infections.
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