
   

 

Shifting geopolitical power structures, budget 
crunches and economic crises have all contributed to 
a trend in the reduction of ODA from the traditional 
donor countries. New forms of financing are needed 
and some bright examples include the Global Alliance 
for Vaccine and Immunization (GAVI) and UNITAID. 
The Executive Director of UNITAID was the guest of 
this latest instalment of the series "ODA and beyond: 
Lessons learned and new approaches". Denis Broun 
has been with UNITAID since 2001 and has worked 
with UNAIDS, UNICEF and WHO. Joining him as a 
moderator was Lau Schulpen, research and lecturer at 
CIDIN. The theme of the evening was ‘New forms of 
financing: how to promote sustainable financial flows 
for development’. 
 
UNITAID was formed with a mandate to address 
treatments of AIDS/HIV, Tuberculosis and Malaria, and 
was formed by an initiative by the governments of 
Brazil, Chile, France, Norway and the United Kingdom. 
Today it includes Cyprus, Korea, Spain, the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation alongside Cameroon, 
Congo, Guinea, Madagascar, Mali, Mauritius and 
Niger. This North-South cooperation is remarkable in 
itself, but the financing mechanism is truly innovative. 
The basic idea is to identify sectors that have 
benefited (profited) from globalization and tap their 
wealth to provide assistance for the world's poorest. 
The financial mechanism is a levy of a few dollars to 
be added to airline tickets originating in the member 
countries. Some apply it only to international flights, 
others have higher amounts for business and first 
class travelers. The levy is usually US$1 or US$2 for 
economy and US$10 for business/first but may go as 
high as US$40 for first class passengers.  
 
This "tax" is levied by the member countries and a 
portion is then transferred to UNITAID, with countries 
renewing their commitments every three years.  This 
short commitment period means that countries can 
reassess their participation based on results achieved. 
Because the projects funded by UNITAID are 

commodity based market approaches, the results are 
quickly felt and the organization has been growing its 
membership. Since 2006, UNITAID has raised US$2.1 
billion and funds projects in 94 countries. France has 
led the way with about 200 millions euros average 
annual contributions since 2006. 
 
Mr Schulpen was a lively moderator and kept the 
discussion moving by pressing Mr Broun on sensitive 
issues and allowing questions from the floor. One 
audience member raised the issue of transparency in 
such private schemes of financing and made a strong 
case for the role of ODA and how it should not be 
replaced by other schemes. Mr Schulpen asked for 
suggestions for other creative ways to finance 
development aid. One audience member suggested 
taxing of patents, while another suggested swapping 
of military aid and development aid. This elicited some 
approving chuckles from the audience, with Mr Broun 
concluding "unfortunately I don't see it happening any 
time soon".  
 
But then Mr Broun said, "Our success does not come 
from how we raise money, but from how we spend 
it". He explained that UNITAID works mainly in three 
ways: as a market creator, as a market catalyst, and as 
a market "fixer". As a market fixer UNITAID addresses 
severe inefficiencies. In all three cases their approach 
is to address some type of market failure that 
prevents care to be provided to those in need.  
One example of market creation was the need to 
develop pediatric AIDS/HIV drugs. Because children 
are not usually affected by HIV in the richer countries, 
there was no incentive to develop treatment for 
children. Appropriate doses and delivery media are 
important factors in the success of any treatment, so 
UNITAID set out to create a market for pediatric 
retrovirals, early infant diagnostics and other 
components that were lacking. It committed 
US$380,058,000 between 2006-2011 to support 
projects in 25 countries, of which 15 have already 
transitioned to other sources of funding. By 
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guaranteeing demand for the products, UNITAID 
effectively created the market, bringing about the 
introduction of new products and causing large cost-
reductions of existing formulations. 
 
As a market catalyst, UNITAID works to facilitate 
adoption and uptake of technologies and practices. A 
hallmark of its portfolio is the WHO Prequalification 
Program, of which UNITAID is the principal funder. 
This program evaluates medicines and manufacturing 
plants based on stringent criteria, guaranteeing safety 
and efficacy. Historically this has been a problem for 
countries that could not afford or lacked the capacity 
to run their own accreditation schemes. By providing a 
list of safe and user friendly HIV, TB and malaria drugs 
and formulations, UNITAID has increased the number 
of manufacturers, which has brought down the cost of 
treatment. To date this includes 41 priority medicines 
including artemisin-based combination therapies 
(ACT) for TB. In 2006 there was only one manufacturer 
of this front-line drug and it was not user-friendly. 
Today there are seven prequalified generic 
manufacturers producing eleven formulations. 
 
There are several other examples of success such as 
voluntary licenses for HIV drugs given by Gilead to 
over 100 of the poorest countries. A question was 
asked if this model could be used to address other 
pressing needs such as environmental degradation 
and climate change. The answer from Mr Broun was a 
cautious yes. But the difficulty lies in the need for 
long-term approaches of these areas. If projects could 
be found that show quick results, then perhaps this 
model could be adopted. UNITAID has averaged 
US$300,000,000 a year in contributions from donor 
countries. If this were to double, Mr Broun said the 
organization would be comfortably funded, leaving 
much room for other needs to receive funding from 
the same mechanisms. 
 
Another sector that has benefited handsomely from 
globalization is the financial sector. UNITAID is now 
working on a Financial Transaction Tax  (FTT) initiative, 
which could generate around US$265 billion annually 
by imposing miniscule "fees" on each financial 
transaction carried out. A study was commissioned 
that concluded such a scheme is feasible with 
minimum impact on the financial industry. The rates 
suggested would be at fractions of a percentage point. 
This mechanism would generate enough resources to 
tackle the toughest problems we face today, including 
climate change. So even though ODA may be declining 

and the future of development aid may hang in the 
balance, UNITAID is an example of alternative sources 
of financing that can be reliably secured through small 
fees on many transactions. A form of financing that is 
equitable since it only applies to the wealthiest 
people, global and scalable as the world's economy 
grows. Innovative financing is what is needed to fund 
innovative solutions. And UNITAID is living proof that 
it is possible. 
 
Not bad for a Monday night. 
 
Alex Koberle is an Environmental and Resource 
Management Master student at VU University 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


