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HIV diagnosis in Brazil: the impact
of the COVID-19 pandemic
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Dear Editor,
New cases of COVID-19 disease continue to increase in Brazil,
with about 22 million cases and 617thousand deaths reported by
January 2022(1). The vaccination started in the country on January17,
2021, with 161 millionfirst doses given to date, representing about
75% of Brazilian population. The complete immunization was carried out in about 144 million people (67% of the Brazilian citizens).
The booster dose of the coronavirus (COVID-19) vaccine was applied
to 26 million people (12% of the Brazilian population).In total,
331.659.048vaccine doses were administeredall over the country,
however the end of the pandemic period cannot yet be predicted due
to the uncertainties caused by the Omicron variant of COVID-19(2).
In the light of the current situation, a series of diseases has been
neglected and as a result it has been presenting changes in its epidemiological profiles(3-5).A recent studyhas showed a dramatic drop
in the number of oncological assistances in the pandemic period,
impairing patient care(3). In contrast, the diagnosis of other diseases,
such as herpes zoster and systemic lupus erythematosus,has had a
significant increase during the same period(4,5). Both scenarios possibly occurred by the limitation of patient monitoring in public
health services(3-5).
The dissemination of human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) still
affects a great number of people around the world. Since this epidemic began, over 75.7 million people have been infected with HIV
and 34.7 million people have died from AIDS-related illnesses(6).
Studies of Daniels(7) and Pereira(8) showed that the health care of
patients with HIV was not threatened or interrupted in Brazil during
the COVID-19 pandemic, because of improvements in the National
HIV program, including the creation of the Department of Chronic
Diseases and Sexually Transmitted Infections, and the increased
human and financial resources over the past two years(7,8). On the
other hand, the Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS
(UNAIDS) revealed the potential impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic
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on the supply of generic antiretroviral drugs to treat HIV in lowand middle-income countries around the world(6). Furthermore, the
lockdowns and border closures imposed to stop COVID-19 have
affected the manufacturing and distribution of medicines, leading
to increased costs and supply issues. The final cost of antiretroviral
drugs exported from India is expected to be 10 to 25% higher than
normal prices(6). Likewise, this moment has impaired funding of
health care programs in othercountries with high HIV incidence(9).
In order to investigate the current situation of AIDS in Brazil,
this study evaluated the number of new HIV diagnosis from January
2016 to December 2020 in all Brazilian Regions (North, Northeast,
Southeast, South and Midwest), comparing the pre-pandemic to the
pandemic period. Between 2016 and 2019, the monthly average
was 3,193 cases diagnosed in Brazil, whereas in 2020 this number
dropped to 1,980 new diagnosed cases, a fall of 38% per month.
The Midwest was the least affected Region (-28.2%), while the
Northeast was the most affected (-41.3%). These numbers represent
a drop of 1,213 HIV diagnosis monthly throughout Brazil during the
pandemic period, corresponding to about 14,556 undiagnosed HIV
cases monthly (Table 1). Table 2 shows the comparison of the incidence rate adjusted per million population for the five geographic
Regions of Brazil and throughout the country. There was a consistent and significant decrease in the incidence rate all over Brazil.
In response to the increase in the number of COVID-19 cases,
non-urgent appointments and hospital admissions have been temporarily discouraged or postponed in Health services, changing
healthcare priorities(10). The fear of SARS-CoV-2 infection may be
chasing patients away, causing a decrease in the diagnosis of other
diseases, as demonstrated in this study.
Since March 2020, the practice of telemedicine and HIV self-tests
have been adopted by Brazilian public health services to minimize

Table 1 – Difference between the mean number of HIV/AIDS
diagnoses performed per month in Brazil from 2016-2019
compared to 2020.
Brazilian
Regions
North
Northeast
Southeast
South
Midwest
Total

2016-2019 (n)

2020 (n)

Difference n (%)

377
753
1,221
601
241
3,193

235
442
760
367
173
1,980

-142 (-37.7%)
-311 (-41.3%)
-461 (-37.8%)
-234 (-38.9%)
-68 (-28.2%)
-1,213 (-38%)
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Table 2 – Monthlyincident casesof HIV/AIDS per million population in Brazilian macroregions according to the periods 2016-2019 vs. 2020.
Brazilian Regions
North
Northeast
Southwest
South
Midwest
Total

2016-2019
Incidence rate (95%CI)
21.3
(19.2–25.3)
13.2
(12.3–14.2)
14.1
(13.4–14.9)
20.4
(18.8–22.1)
15.5
(13.5–17.6)
15.3
14.9–16.1)

2020
Incidence rate (95%CI)
13.3
(11.6–15.0)
7.7
(7.0–8.5)
8.8
(8.1–9.4)
12.5
(11.2–13.8)
11.0
(9.5–12.8)
9.4
(8.9–9.7)

interruptions in access to pre-exposure prophylaxis(11). However, our
findings showed that, even with these measures, there was an important reduction in the number of HIV cases diagnosed during the pandemic period. Therefore, a more effective course of action must be
urgently planned to prevent further damage arising from the negative
impacts of failure in the early HIV infection diagnosis.
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