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Abstract

Background

The report of the Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) for World AIDS

Day 2014 highlighted a Fast-Track Strategy that sets ambitious treatment and prevention

targets to reduce global HIV incidence to manageable levels by 2020 and end the AIDS epi-

demic by 2030. The 90-90-90 treatment targets for 2020 call for 90% of people living with

HIV to know their HIV status, 90% of people who know their status to receive treatment, and

90% of people on HIV treatment to be virally suppressed. This paper examines how scale-

up of voluntary medical male circumcision (VMMC) services in four priority countries in sub-

Saharan Africa could contribute to ending the AIDS epidemic by 2030 in the context of con-

certed efforts to close the treatment gap, and what the impact of VMMC scale-up would be if

the 90-90-90 treatment targets were not completely met.

Methods

Using the Goals module of the Spectrum suite of models, this analysis modified ART (antire-

troviral treatment) scale-up coverage from base scenarios to reflect the 90-90-90 treatment

targets in four countries (Lesotho, Malawi, South Africa, and Uganda). In addition, a second

scenario was created to reflect viral suppression levels of 75% instead of 90%, and a third

scenario was created in which the 90-90-90 treatment targets are reached in women, with

men reaching more moderate coverage levels. Regarding male circumcision (MC) cover-

age, the analysis examined both a scenario in which VMMCs were assumed to stop after
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2015, and one in which MC coverage was scaled up to 90% by 2020 and maintained at

90% thereafter.

Results

Across all four countries, scaling up VMMC is projected to provide further HIV incidence

reductions in addition to those achieved by reaching the 90-90-90 treatment targets. If viral

suppression levels only reach 75%, scaling up VMMC leads to HIV incidence reduction to

nearly the same levels as those achieved with 90-90-90 without VMMC scale-up. If only

women reach the 90-90-90 targets, scaling up VMMC brings HIV incidence down to near

the levels projected with 90-90-90 without VMMC scale-up. Regarding cost, scaling up

VMMC increases the annual costs during the scale-up phase, but leads to lower annual

costs after the MC coverage target is achieved.

Conclusions

The scenarios modeled in this paper show that the highly durable and effective male cir-

cumcision intervention increases epidemic impact levels over those of treatment-only strat-

egies, including the case if universal levels of viral suppression in men and women are not

achieved by 2020. In the context of 90-90-90, prioritizing continued successful scale-up of

VMMC increases the possibility that future generations will be free not only of AIDS but

also of HIV.

Introduction
The report of the Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS), UNAIDS 2016–
2021 Strategy: On the Fast Track to End AIDS [1], for World AIDS Day 2014 highlighted
UNAIDS’ Fast-Track Strategy to end AIDS by 2030. To achieve this goal, the number of new
HIV infections and AIDS-related deaths will need to decline by 90% compared to 2010 [1].
HIV treatment has dramatically extended the lifespan of people living with HIV (PLHIV), pre-
venting deaths and onward HIV transmission, and modeling and epidemiological studies have
suggested that HIV prevention programs have sharply lowered rates of new HIV infections in
some countries [2]. Fast-track sets both treatment and primary prevention targets that, if
achieved, will drastically reduce new infections over the next five years, reducing HIV to man-
ageable levels by 2020 in order to make the 2030 goal attainable.

The 90-90-90 treatment targets set for 2020 call for 90% of PLHIV to know their HIV status,
90% of people who know their status to receive treatment, and 90% of people on HIV treat-
ment to be virally suppressed. This would translate to 73% of PLHIV achieving viral suppres-
sion by 2020. Currently, an estimated 51% of adults living with HIV in sub-Saharan Africa
know their HIV status, approximately 43% of adults living with HIV are receiving antiretrovi-
ral therapy, and an estimated 32% of adults living with HIV are virally suppressed [3]. Given
that 84% of people who know their HIV status are on treatment and 74% of people on treat-
ment are virally suppressed, currently the biggest gap is knowledge of HIV status. Furthermore,
the Fast-Track Strategy goals are predicated upon reaching equally essential coverage targets
for primary prevention, including 80% male circumcision prevalence in priority settings in
sub-Saharan Africa by 2020. The UNAIDS Fast-Track report [1] further defined fast-track
requirements, including an additional 27 million male circumcisions (roughly 90% of males
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ages 10–29) in priority countries, 3 million people on PrEP (pre-exposure prophylaxis), 30
condoms per man per year, and an array of other targets needed by 2020. The treatment and
prevention gaps will have to be addressed in order to reduce AIDS-related deaths and slow the
rate of new infections to reach the 2030 goals.

Randomized controlled trials have shown that voluntary medical male circumcision
(VMMC) reduces males’ risk of HIV acquisition by about 60% [4], and follow-on studies have
shown that this level of protection increases over time to reach 74% [5]. VMMC programs
offer an important entry point to both HIV prevention and treatment for men. They include
promotion of condoms and safer sexual practices, treatment for sexually transmitted infec-
tions, and optional HIV testing and counseling. Men who test HIV-positive in VMMC settings
are referred for HIV care and treatment. Program evaluation data have shown a sharp increase
in HIV case identification and treatment initiation in men due to the introduction of VMMC
services [6], demonstrating the potential of the VMMC platform not only as a primary preven-
tion service but also as a critical contributor to 90-90-90 treatment goals specifically for males.

Antiretroviral treatment (ART) leading to viral suppression has been shown to reduce HIV
transmission by 96% [7], and recent trials have shown the clinical benefits for individuals of
early treatment [8,9]. In September 2015 the World Health Organization released guidelines
recommending initiation of ART for all people testing positive for HIV, regardless of CD4
count [10]. If countries now scale up strategies to offer HIV testing with an immediate offer of
ART, they will be on the road to achieving the aspirational 90-90-90 targets. However, as with
prevention goals, progress in meeting treatment goals has been and will likely continue to be
uneven across countries, between sexes, and among the diverse population groups at greatest
risk of HIV exposure or transmission. This variability underscores the importance of prevent-
ing new infections through all available effective interventions in order to mitigate what will be
an increasingly urgent challenge to treatment access.

This paper examines how VMMC scale-up in four priority countries in sub-Saharan Africa
could contribute to ending the AIDS epidemic by 2030 in the context of concerted efforts to
close the treatment gap. The four countries—Lesotho, Malawi, South Africa, and Uganda—
were chosen to reflect diverse sizes and stages of HIV epidemics and differing levels of program
coverage. In addition, the paper examines a scenario in which treatment target attainment is
90-90-75, equating to overall viral suppression of 61% by 2020, rather than 73%, in light of the
possibility that current logistical, behavioral, and other challenges to adherence will not be fully
overcome. The paper also looks at the impact of scaling up VMMC in a context where women
are more likely than men to get tested and access ART. Historically, women are more likely to
learn their HIV status and to do so earlier in the course of their disease, because they may be
routinely offered HIV testing in pregnancy when they still may be asymptomatic, with the
result that they can initiate and reap the benefits of treatment earlier [8,9].

Methods
IRB clearance was not required for this study, since patient records were not collected or
reviewed.

Spectrum/Goals Models
All modeling was performed using the Goals module within the Spectrum suite of modeling
tools [11]. Base Goals files were prepared for each country (Lesotho, Malawi, South Africa, and
Uganda) based on publicly available data from surveys such as the Demographic and Health
Surveys (DHS). Input parameters and curve fits have been provided in S1 and S2 Appendices
and S1 Fig. The historical ART and PMTCT (prevention of mother-to-child transmission of
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HIV) service statistics were imported from the nationally validated 2015 Spectrum/AIM (AIDS
Impact Model) [12] file for each country.

The Goals model does not allow the user to specify whether circumcisions are conducted
among HIV-negative males only or all males; male circumcision (MC) coverage is represented
in the model as being among all males regardless of HIV status and includes both medical and
traditional circumcisions. “Reduction in male susceptibility when circumcised” was set to 60%,
and “reduction in male infectiousness when circumcised” was set to zero.

ART Scenarios
The modeling employed three scenarios for ART scale-up: 90-90-90, 90-90-75, and 90-90-90F
(for females). Input parameters for treatment have been provided in S3 Appendix. In the 90-
90-90 scenario, ART scale-up from 2015 was modified from the base file to reflect the 90-90-90
treatment targets as described elsewhere [13]. The 90-90-75 scenario was the same as the 90-
90-90 scenario, except that the “ART effect” parameter (ratio of infectiousness with ART to
without ART), which was used to model the level of viral suppression, was kept at base levels
(ART effect 0.25—the default value—equivalent to 75% viral suppression for all on ART) for
every year of the model. In the 90-90-90F scenario, the 90-90-90 ART targets were used for
women, while the base targets from the nationally validated Spectrum/AIM files were used for
men. In each country, the male ART coverage was scaled up more modestly than in the 90-90-
90 scenario, but these targets varied by country. It is not possible to specify differences in the
“ART effect” by sex in Goals, so this parameter was the same for both sexes, reflecting the
assumption that men and women who are on ART have a similar quality of care and levels of
adherence.

VMMC Scenarios
The authors used VMMC program data and the DMPPT 2.1 (Decision Makers’ Program Plan-
ning Tool) model [13] to estimate the MC coverage among males ages 15–49 for each country
in 2015. MC coverage was increased using linear interpolation between the base coverage levels
and 2015 levels. The base coverage level was the MC prevalence among males ages 15–49 from
the last DHS survey in each country before the start of their VMMC program [14–17], except
that the MC prevalence for Lesotho and Malawi was divided by two to account for 50% of tra-
ditional circumcisions being incomplete or misreported [18]. For the “no VMMC” scenarios,
the MC coverage level in 2015 was linearly interpolated back down to the base level by 2050, in
order to represent termination of the VMMC program after 2015 and only traditional circum-
cisions continuing. For the VMMC scale-up scenarios (“+VMMC”), MC coverage levels were
scaled up to 90% using linear interpolation between 2015 and 2020 and maintained at 90%
thereafter.

Table 1. Unit Costs Used in the Study.

Country VMMC Unit Cost ($US) Annual Per Person ART Cost
($US)

Lesotho 91 384

Malawi 76 157

South Africa 152 277

Uganda 82 199

Median Sub-Saharan Africa 88 304

Average Sub-Saharan Africa 100 455

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0155734.t001
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Unit Costs
VMMC unit costs were derived as described elsewhere [13]. ART unit costs were the same as
those used in the Fast-Track analysis [19] (Table 1). All cost estimates used represent fully
loaded costs including staff time, commodities, facility costs, equipment, laboratory costs, and
program management.

Analysis
All model outputs were exported using the Spectrum export tool [20]. Combined annual
VMMC and ART program costs were calculated from the annual numbers of people receiving
VMMC and ART, exported from the models, and multiplied by the respective unit cost for
each intervention for each country. For the “no VMMC” scenarios, the annual VMMC costs
were zero.

Results

Impact and cost of scaling up VMMC in the context of achieving the 90-
90-90 HIV treatment goals
In addition to the reductions in HIV incidence that may be achieved by reaching the 90-90-90
treatment targets, scaling up VMMC to reach 90%MC coverage over five years and then main-
taining that level of coverage is projected to provide further HIV incidence reductions (Fig 1).
This is true across the four countries modeled, regardless of the starting HIV incidence level
(Lesotho, 1.52%; Malawi, 0.30%; South Africa, 0.41%; Uganda, 0.25%) or estimated MC cover-
age (Lesotho, 39%; Malawi, 14%; South Africa, 55%; Uganda, 49%) in 2015.

The annual cost of providing both VMMC and ART is substantially higher initially during
the VMMC scale-up phase in Malawi (Fig 2b), where both MC coverage and HIV incidence in
2015 are relatively low. In Lesotho, where the estimated MC coverage in 2015 is higher, and the
HIV incidence in 2015 is estimated to be 1.39% (the highest of the four countries), the cost of
scaling up VMMC is incremental compared with the cost of scaling up ART alone (Fig 2a). In
South Africa and Uganda, where MC coverage is high and HIV incidence is low in 2015, the
addition of VMMCmoderately increases the cost of the program during the VMMC scale-up
phase (Fig 2c and 2d). These trends are maintained even when using the same costs for ART
and VMMC across all four countries. After achieving the 90%MC coverage target while con-
tinuing circumcisions to maintain 90% coverage, the annual cost of VMMC and ART is lower
than the cost of ART alone (if VMMC were not provided after 2015), because the annual num-
bers of people requiring treatment are lower when VMMC is scaled up (S1 Table).

Impact and cost of scaling up VMMC if 90% viral suppression among
those on ART is not possible
Even if the aspirational diagnosis and treatment initiation targets are achieved (the first two
“90s”), it may be difficult to improve viral suppression. If it is not possible to increase viral sup-
pression above 2015 levels (90-90-75 scenario), the annual HIV incidence is higher than if the
90-90-90 targets are perfectly achieved (Fig 3). Scaling up VMMC in the context of 90-90-75
leads to an HIV incidence reduction to nearly the same levels as those achieved with 90-90-90
alone.

Likewise, from a cost perspective, comparing the 90-90-75 +VMMC to the 90-90-90 no
VMMC lines in Fig 4, if viral suppression remains at 75% after 2015, the annual costs after 90%
MC coverage is reached are equal to or only slightly higher than the cost of 90-90-90 without
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scaling up VMMC. Furthermore, the inclusion of VMMC scale-up leads to a greater reduction
in annual cost with the 90-90-75 scenario than with the 90-90-90 scenario.

Impact and cost of scaling up VMMC if the 90-90-90 HIV treatment
targets are reached among women but not among men
Because women access ART at higher rates than men in these countries, the 90-90-90 targets
may be more difficult to achieve among men than among women. At the same time, VMMC
services have been successful in many settings in attracting men. Therefore, we examined a sce-
nario (“90-90-90F”), in which the 90-90-90 HIV treatment targets are met for women, but tar-
gets for men are derived from the 2015 national Spectrum/AIM files for each country, lower
than the 90-90-90 targets. In the 90-90-90F scenarios, the scale-up of VMMC brings HIV inci-
dence back down to near the levels projected in the 90-90-90 scenario without VMMC (Fig 5).

The annual costs for the 90-90-90F scenarios tend to be lower in the early years compared
with the 90-90-90 scenarios, because fewer people are on ART (Fig 6). As in the other scenarios
examined, the addition of VMMC scale-up increases the annual costs during the scale-up
phase but leads to lower annual costs after the MC coverage target is achieved, compared with
the scenarios in which VMMC stops after 2015. In Lesotho and Uganda, the 90-90-90F costs in

Fig 1. HIV incidence with and without scaling up ART and VMMC. Incidence shown is among the total population, males and females, all ages.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0155734.g001
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later years are higher than those of the corresponding 90-90-90 scenarios, and the addition of
VMMC (“90-90-90F + VMMC”) brings the costs back down below the level of the 90-90-90
scenario without VMMC (“90-90-90 no VMMC”).

Discussion

Impact
Compared to the epidemic impact of scaling up ART to 90-90-90 levels, three scenarios that
also include VMMC scale-up demonstrated additional reductions in HIV incidence and lower
long-term annual program costs in models applied to Lesotho, Malawi, South Africa, and
Uganda. In the first (90-90-90) scenario, combined scale-up of ART and VMMC affords
greater reductions in HIV incidence than would be achieved by ART scale-up alone in all four
countries. In the second (90-90-75) scenario, should viral suppression rates of those on ART
remain at 2015 levels of 75%—even in the context of nearly universal early diagnosis and

Fig 2. Annual cost ($US) with 90-90-90 ART scenario, with and without scaling up VMMC. Cost shown is the annual combined cost of providing
VMMC and ART.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0155734.g002
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treatment initiation in both men and women—VMMC scale-up restores incidence reduction
levels compared to the 90-90-90 scenario (without scaling up VMMC) in all four countries. In
the third (90-90-90F) scenario, if 90-90-90 treatment targets are achieved only in women by
2020—but rates of diagnosis and treatment in men follow the more modest scale-up targets
outlined in the national AIM files—VMMC scale-up leads to incidence levels that are nearly as
low as the scenario reaching the 90-90-90 goals for both men and women, without scaling up
VMMC.

Scenarios 2 and 3 (90-90-75 and 90-90-90F, respectively) are intended to reflect the impact
under conditions in which viral suppression targets are not fully realized by 2020. The 90-90-
75 scenario reflects full achievement of HIV diagnosis and treatment initiation targets by 2020,
but holds transmission risk (as a proxy of viral suppression among those on ART) at 2015 lev-
els in men and women, leading to an overall 61% viral suppression rate among all HIV-positive
individuals. This projection was based on an assumption that behaviors related to testing and
treatment initiation, as one-time events, might be more readily achieved than those required
for viral suppression, which entail lifelong daily adherence once ART is started. Note that the
61% viral suppression scenario could have been modeled through a wide array of alternatives,
by also varying diagnosis and treatment levels. The 90-90-90F scenario supposes that it may be

Fig 3. HIV incidence with 90-90-90 and 90-90-75 ART scenarios, with and without scaling up VMMC. Incidence shown is among the total
population, males and females, all ages.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0155734.g003
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easier to reach the 90-90-90 targets for women, while ART scale-up among men may be slower
and more challenging, given that diagnosis and ART coverage in most countries is already
higher for women than men.

Cost
In the three scenarios modeled, for all four countries, initial five-year annual program costs are
higher with the combined ART and VMMC approach versus ART-only, and then after 2020
are lower with the combined approach versus ART-only. In most of the VMMC priority coun-
tries, the scale-up of VMMC is being supported largely by donors.

Donor support is thereby offsetting higher near-term costs and in turn enabling countries
to transition to lower sustained ART and VMMC program costs in the future. (See Investment
Profile tables in the FY 2015 PEPFAR Country Operational Plan Strategic Direction Summa-
ries for VMMC priority countries, available at http://www.pepfar.gov/countries/cop/c69471.
htm. In most cases, government contributions of physical infrastructure, staff time, and infor-
mation systems are not included in this reporting, because they are not tracked by the govern-
ments through VMMC-specific funding streams).

Fig 4. Annual cost ($US) with 90-90-90 and 90-90-75 ART scenarios, with and without scaling up VMMC.Cost shown is the annual combined
cost of providing VMMC and ART.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0155734.g004

VMMCScale-Up in the Era of 90-90-90 HIV Treatment Targets

PLOS ONE | DOI:10.1371/journal.pone.0155734 October 26, 2016 9 / 14

http://www.pepfar.gov/countries/cop/c69471.htm
http://www.pepfar.gov/countries/cop/c69471.htm


Limitations
Many limitations of this analysis apply in general to all modeling exercises. The models are
parameterized by fitting to data; it is possible that different combinations of parameters would
fit the data equally well. The data populating the models are subject to uncertainty. Baseline
male circumcision rates, based on survey data, are known to be overreported [18]. Current
(2015) ART coverage levels are determined from national program databases, which may con-
tain inconsistencies in data quality. Feasibility of future ART and VMMC scale-up is unknown.

The unit costs for ART and VMMC were not derived using the same methodology, so they
may not be exactly comparable. In addition, the unit costs were not varied over time in the
model. The cost-related limitations are the ones most likely to affect the conclusions of the
paper. If the actual cost of VMMC is significantly higher compared to the annual cost of ART,
scaling up VMMCmay not lead to lower program costs after the 90% target is reached.

While the authors considered impact outcomes under conditions of lower-than-targeted
viral suppression, sensitivity analyses of varying circumcision coverage levels were not included,
although 90% circumcision may not be reached by 2020. This was primarily because such
modeling projections have been previously completed, revealing an inverse linear relationship

Fig 5. HIV incidence with 90-90-90 and 90-90-90F ART scenarios, with and without scaling up VMMC. Incidence shown is among the total
population, males and females, all ages.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0155734.g005
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between circumcision coverage and HIV incidence [21]. To the extent circumcision targets may
not be reached, the additive benefits to epidemic impact from treatment under all scenarios
would be less than in the current analyses, as well.

Additional limitations include the following: the model does not address provision of VMMC
to subpopulations of males based on age, risk group, behavior, or geography. All males ages 15–
49 are included equally in the MC coverage targets. Subnational variations in scale-up of VMMC
and ART were not considered in this analysis. Further studies would be necessary to understand
the impact of these additional factors on the conclusions.

Implications
More than 30 years after the identification of the virus that causes AIDS, HIV prevention tech-
nologies—if sufficiently scaled in combination—are available to effectively end the pandemic
within a generation. However, as articulated by UNAIDS in its Fast-Track Strategy documents,
realizing the goal of reducing new infections to 200,000 annually by 2030 requires achievement
of a combination of strategies in concert, including 73% viral suppression in both men and
women by 2020, increased to 86% by 2030, and approximately 90% MC coverage by 2020, sus-
tained at 90% through 2030. While the combined targets are theoretically possible, current

Fig 6. Annual cost ($US) with 90-90-90 and 90-90-90F ART scenarios, with and without scaling up VMMC. Cost shown is the annual combined
cost of providing VMMC and ART.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0155734.g006
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global HIV funding is insufficient to scale up all at once, meaning difficult programming deci-
sions are on the horizon.

Mathematical models are signposts of the way forward, using calculations to forecast the
aforementioned five- and 15-year coverage thresholds to achieving an AIDS-free generation.
Epidemics occur outside of the lab, however, affecting millions of individuals who do not
behave the same way or as predicted or advised. People the world over experience delays in
HIV diagnosis and treatment, as well as imperfect care, retention, and ART adherence [22–26],
known to result in periods of viremia and increased HIV transmission risk [7,27,28]. Men espe-
cially exhibit poorer health-seeking behaviors, including HIV testing [29], which has important
implications for Fast-Track strategies, because success is proximally dependent upon 90% HIV
diagnosis. Challenges persist with HIV testing and early diagnosis, particularly in men; mean-
while, more than 10 million males have been circumcised to date.

Though models describe the collective potential to end HIV and AIDS, realizing this goal
will require a sea change in health-seeking behaviors and the way HIV services are delivered.
As donors and partner governments recalibrate HIV programs toward Fast-Track strategies,
resource allocations should be sensitive to variations in infection risk, people’s choices, budget
realities, program feasibility, and cost-effectiveness projections. Treatment affords reduced
morbidity, mortality, and viral transmissibility to both women and men, but must be taken
early and consistently and clinically monitored for a lifetime to effect maximum benefit. Male
circumcision conveys almost immediate substantial risk reduction to men for life after a single
treatment.

Conclusions
A variety of primary and secondary prevention interventions are available now that place an
AIDS-free generation within reach. Modeled scenarios in this paper show that the highly dura-
ble and effective male circumcision intervention reduces HIV incidence and long-term costs
compared with treatment-only strategies, including if universal levels of viral suppression in
men and women are not achieved by 2020. The muted impact of treatment on HIV incidence,
resulting from suboptimal viral suppression for any number of reasons, may be restored by
achieving high male circumcision coverage. As has been noted by others, in high-incidence
generalized epidemics, VMMC is also the most cost-effective option for preventing HIV in
the first place [30]. In the context of 90-90-90, prioritizing continued successful scale-up of
VMMC increases the possibility of future generations not only free of AIDS but also HIV.

Supporting Information
S1 Appendix. Model-fitting parameters.
(XLSX)

S2 Appendix. VMMC coverage model inputs.
(XLSX)

S3 Appendix. ART coverage model inputs.
(XLSX)

S1 Fig. Model fits of HIV prevalence compared with HIV prevalence data from national
Spectrum/AIM files for each country [12]. (a) Lesotho; (b) Malawi; (c) South Africa; (d)
Uganda. Blue triangles represent the HIV prevalence input data to which the model was fit; red
lines represent the modeled HIV prevalence curves.
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