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Each year about 0.5% of the total population in Botswana, Ethiopia, Tanzania, Uganda, and Zimbabwe die from HIV/AIDS or cancer. The members of a WHO project to improve palliative care in these countries discuss their work. The greatest needs of terminally ill patients were for adequate pain relief, accessible and affordable drugs, and financial support to counter the loss of income of both patient and family caregiver. Special emphasis should be given to home based palliative care provided by trained family and community caregivers to counteract the severe shortage of professional healthcare workers

Each year in Africa about 2.5 million people die from HIV/AIDS, and more than 0.5 million die from cancer.1 2 Many of these deaths are accompanied by suffering that could be avoided or relieved if adequate palliative care were provided. Quality care at the end of life is a global public health problem.3 4


What is palliative care?

Palliative care, as defined by the World Health Organization (WHO), is an approach that improves the quality of life of patients and their families facing the problems associated with life threatening illness, through the prevention and relief of suffering by means of early identification and careful assessment and treatment of pain and other problems, physical, psychosocial, and spiritual.2 4 5 Palliative care regards dying as a normal process and offers support to help the patient and family cope during the patient's illness and in the bereavement period.


What can be done to relieve pain?

WHO has developed a relatively inexpensive yet effective method for relieving cancer pain in about 90% of patients6 7 that can be easily extended to patients with HIV/AIDS. Despite this low cost approach, many countries in the developing world provide limited or no palliative care services. A main obstacle is the insufficient availability of opioid drugs because of regulatory and pricing obstacles, … 
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