
Papua 
New 
Guinea 
One nation, a thousand different societies. 
And the epidemic that affects them all.

Supporting the HIV response through the work of the Collaboration 
for Health in Papua New Guinea (CHPNG).



‘Let us not build walls 
in the face of this 
epidemic and say this 
is my territory. Let 
us build bridges and 
work together.’ (1)

The independent state of Papua 
New Guinea is a nation of varied 
communities. 

The nation’s motto is “Unity in Diversity”, 
and that diversity includes over 820 
languages and at least as many 
traditional societies which exist in a 
population of just under 6.5 million. (2)

PNG is also a rural country, with just 
13% of its people living in urban areas. 
96% of the people are members of 
a Christian church, with faith-based 
organisations providing much of the 
nation’s healthcare. (3)

The challenges this situation poses are 
never more evident than when the nation 
is faced with a serious and growing 
health problem like HIV.  
 
There are considerable geographic and 
infrastructural challenges which impact 

upon the delivery of decentralised HIV 
health care across the country. 

How serious is the 
HIV problem?
A 2006 AusAID report said that PNG has 
one of the highest rates of HIV in the 
Pacific region and this remains the case 
today. If HIV/AIDS continues to spread at 
current rates and if intervention programs 
are not increased, it is predicted that 
there will be over half a million (537,000) 
Papua New Guineans living with  
HIV/AIDS in 2025. 

However strengthened data collection 
methods in 2010 reported HIV prevalence 
in PNG at 0.92%. According to this data 
34,100 people in PNG were infected 
with HIV and approximately 3200 were 
diagnosed in 2009. (4)
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In 2001, a group of pharmaceutical 
companies committed to the fight against 
HIV united to address the health issues in 
PNG. An informal consortium was formed 
and the following aims were agreed:

• To engage with and learn from 
regional and global networks involved 
in HIV care

• To understand the factors – cultural, 
social, political and economic that 
affect access to treatment and care

• To encourage co-operation among the 
health providers – faith-based, private, 
non-government, academic and public

• To help develop healthcare capacities 
and systems

• To link prevention, de-stigmatisation 
and legal protection to HIV care and 
support.

In 2003, the Collaboration for Health in 
PNG (CHPNG) was formed.

After discussion with the Australasian 
Society for HIV Medicine (ASHM), the 
National Association of People Living 
with HIV/AIDS (NAPWA), AusAID and 
others, it was decided to embark upon the 
following initiatives:

• Establish and strengthen the role of 
HIV day care centres – local facilities 
where those with HIV and their 
families can be counselled, sheltered 
and advised by trained local volunteer 
health workers

• Strengthen the capacity of HIV 
healthcare by working with teams of 
local health workers

• Support the Labour Ward at Port 
Moresby General Hospital through the 
donation of an ultrasound machine 
and other medical supplies.

How to help? Start small, 
start now,
learn by
doing.



In October 2003, fifteen people living 
with HIV, together with their carers, were 
funded to travel from PNG and attend a 
workshop in Cairns, Australia. They visited 
local centres for people living with HIV 
and, after observing, attended a two day 
reflection session where they discussed 
what they had seen and the learnings 
they thought could be taken back to their 
communities. After returning to PNG, they 
were asked to tell their stories about the 
changes they had been able to make in 
their own communities.  
 
“Everyone on the study tour experienced 
the transformative power of the concept 
of living positively. Participants went back 
to PNG empowered by what they had 
learnt.” (5)

What was learnt is best summed up as:

• Changing the language from disease 
and death to living positively

• The importance of involving the whole 
community

• A desire to recruit volunteers in a 
society not used to volunteering

• Creating a loving and caring 
atmosphere at their day care centres

• Talking to people at their centres 
about:

 » Nutrition
 » Personal hygiene
 » Management of infection
 » Dealing with rape victims

Clement Api,
HIV Counsellor,

Chimbu Provence

‘It’s time 
to act and 
talk about  

things.’

Establish and strengthen 
the role of day care 
centres – first steps

HIV carries a stigma in PNG. 
Those infected can become 
ostracised and victimised. This is 
why creating a positive space for 
those with the virus is a major 
priority. A day care centre can 
provide somewhere within the 
community where people can be 
safe, counselled and supported. 
Somewhere that can encourage 
“positive living”.



“It’s wonderful to see people with HIV having 
a positive attitude to life and living longer, 
healthier lives.”  

Sister Ancilla, Yomba Suara

“The centre is a place where people with AIDS 
can come and be renewed.”

Sister Rose Bernard Goth, Banz

Making a significant contribution to 
the health and wellbeing of the people 
of PNG is the overriding aim of the 
CHPNG. However, aims are one thing, 
implementation is another. It is very clear 
that in PNG, the objective can only be 
accomplished if worthwhile support is 
given to the local health workers.

In 2003, the CHPNG, in partnership with 
the Australasian Society for HIV Medicine 
(ASHM) identified the need to build the 
capacity of health teams to care for 
people with HIV. In consultation with 
many agencies in Australia and PNG 
a particular approach to training was 
developed – one that would have more 
value than lecture-based courses.

A team-based approach was adopted, 
where healthcare workers from similar 

geographical regions were encouraged 
to gather and work together to form 
multidisciplinary teams utilising local 
resources. The teaching materials and 
style incorporated local traditions of 
storytelling and drama, and getting these 
right meant that other organisations can 
use the resources as well.

Health workers were empowered 
and motivated to provide quality, 
comprehensive care in a safe 
environment.

Through a series of workshops and 
mentoring visits by trained personnel, 
teams from individual centres gain 
knowledge about the disease and the 
holistic care of those who depend on 
them.

Strengthening 
the capacity 
of HIV Healthcare 
Teams in PNG



“I became more interested in the spiritual, 
social, physical and psychological needs 
of people living with HIV, as well as their 
care.” Health care worker, Mt Hagen

Through the workshops, a care network 
was created across the Western Highland 
region to spread the message about HIV 
prevention and care more effectively.

By the end of 2005, over 200 doctors, 
nurses, health administrators, counsellors 
and lab technicians had attended the 
workshops run by the Collaboration. 

According to Edward Reis, International 
Programs Manager, ASHM “Not only were 
participants enthusiastic and involved 
during the workshop, but they have 
taken their skills and knowledge back to 
their workplaces and, as a team, started 
applying them to develop improved and 
expanded systems of care for people with 
HIV.”

The CHPNG and ASHM are now partnering 
with local organisations to maintain and 
expand a clinical mentoring program 
that supports the ongoing capacity 
development of PNG health care providers.
Clinical mentors from Australia partner 

with local healthcare workers to manage 
and treat HIV within their communities.

These initiatives are not just being 
applied within PNG’s hospitals and health 
centres but also between health centres 
and their communities. In addition, 
community based programmes in 
partnership with NAPWA will also help to 
strengthen networks, reduce stigma and 
discrimination against people with HIV in 
PNG and sustain improved systems of care.

The initiative is empowering local people 
to provide the knowledge and care that 
is needed to cope with HIV in one of the 
most culturally diverse countries on earth.

Edward Reis, 
ASHM

‘These  
networks 
will help 
to build 
capacity… 
and sustain 
improved 
systems of 
care.’ 

How has the 
initiative helped 
local health workers?



‘Let us not build walls in the 
‘face of this epidemic and 
‘say this is my territory. Let 
‘us build bridges and work 
‘together.’
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