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Summary
In 2019, the provision of Pre-exposure Prophylaxis (PrEP), an anti-HIV medication, has continued to
attract attention. PrEP is a drug taken by HIV-negative individuals at risk of acquiring HIV, which
reduces viral replication and minimises the chance of a permanent infection developing.
Although PrEP is widely available in Scotland, access in England has initially been through an impact
trial. The Terrence Higgins Trust has campaigned for PrEP to be made available through routine
commissioning in all parts of the country. It states that while ending HIV transmission in the UK is
“achievable”, this can only happen if “we use all of the tools available to us”, including PrEP. On
29 October 2019, the Secretary of State for Health and Social Care, Matt Hancock, said that the
“roll-out from a trial to routine commissioning will happen in April (2020)”. However, various
campaigners remain concerned that people will contract HIV while waiting to access the medication.
The key PrEP developments since 2016 have been:
•
•
•

In December 2016, NHS England committed to a large-scale PrEP trial, which aimed to
establish the demand for PrEP and how long people stay on the treatment in a real-world
setting.
In October 2017, the impact trial was launched with 10,000 places. This was increased to
13,000 in June 2018 to adjust for the initial high recruitment. In early 2019, NHS England’s
Programme Oversight Board agreed to expand the trial to include 26,000 participants.
In October 2019, NHS England provided an update that 15,700 people across 153 clinics
had received PrEP through the trial. Almost all trial clinics are now open and recruiting
with thousands of places on the trial remaining available across all eligible at-risk groups
and geographies.

The Department of Health and Social Care has stated that it will work with local authorities in
England to plan for a “seamless transition” from the trial to routine commissioning in 2020/21.
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HIV: Situation in the UK
Public Health England has recorded that 4,453 people were newly diagnosed with HIV in the UK in
2018. This figure represents a 29% decline from the 6,271 diagnoses reported in 2015 and a
6% decline relative to the 4,761 new diagnoses reported in 2017. 1 This continued decline has been
driven by a reduction in new HIV diagnoses across the population. Diagnoses among men who have
sex with men have decreased by 39% since the 2015 peak, to 1,908 diagnoses in 2018. Diagnoses have
also declined by 24% among people who acquired HIV through heterosexual contact, from 2,304 in
2015 to 1,550 in 2018. On average, over £300,000 is spent treating someone with HIV over their
lifetime. 2
Pre-exposure Prophylaxis (PrEP) Provision
Pre-exposure Prophylaxis (PrEP) is an anti-HIV medication which acts to prevent HIV-negative people
from becoming infected. 3 It is an antiretroviral drug. 4 These drugs work by stopping the virus
replicating in the body. This allows the immune system to repair itself and prevent further damage. 5
PrEP can be taken orally as a single tablet once a day and there are various dosing options which
depend on risk factors. 6 The approximate cost of the generic drug taken daily is £20 per person per
month. 7
It is difficult to establish the impact that PrEP availability has had on the decline in new diagnoses. This
is because the roll out has coincided with additional testing and the shortening of time to treatment
initiation. 8 Nonetheless, PrEP is now considered one method of fighting HIV. According to the Joint
United Nations Programme on HIV and AIDS (UNAIDS), it is ‘‘highly effective in preventing HIVnegative people from acquiring the virus”. 9 The Terrence Higgins Trust, which campaigns on HIV and
sexual health issues in the UK, has called for PrEP to be drawn upon as one of several tools which will
help eradicate HIV. 10 The Government announced in January 2019 that it aims to end HIV
transmissions by 2030. 11
There is divergence across the UK in terms of the availability of PrEP through the NHS. In England,
PrEP is available on a trial basis and there is a cap on numbers. In Scotland it is available nationwide to
anyone who is considered at high risk of developing HIV. 12 Wales launched a three-year pilot of PrEP
use in July 2017 which can be accessed through GUM (sexual health) clinics. There is no cap on the
number of Welsh residents who can access PrEP. 13 In Northern Ireland, all GUM clinics are offering
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initial consultation and assessment appointments for a pilot trial that will last two years. Those eligible
are referred to a centralised service in Belfast. There is currently no cap on numbers. 14
Although the Department of Health and Social Care, in partnership with NHS England, has now
committed to funding PrEP to some extent in England, this was not the case before December 2016.
NHS England had argued that councils should pay for it as they oversee preventative health. This
stance was successfully challenged by the National Aids Trust in the High Court and the Court of
Appeal. 15 Since then, local authorities and the NHS in England have worked together to provide the
drug on a trial basis. 16 In October 2019, the Secretary of State for Health and Social Care, Matt
Hancock, stated that local authorities would “have to play their part” in the routine commissioning
that is planned from 2020. 17
PrEP Impact Trial in England
•
•

•

In December 2016, NHS England committed to a large-scale PrEP trial, to last three years,
which aimed to establish the demand for PrEP and how long people stay on the treatment
in a real-world setting.
In October 2017, NHS England launched the impact trial with 10,000 places. The number
of places was increased to 13,000 in June 2018 to adjust for the initial high recruitment. In
early 2019, NHS England’s Programme Oversight Board agreed to expand the trial to
26,000 places.
In October 2019, NHS England provided an update that 15,700 people across 153 clinics
had received PrEP through the trial. Almost all trial clinics are now open and recruiting
with thousands of places on the trial remaining available across all eligible at-risk groups
and geographies. 18

Although places remain on the trial, some of the most popular sexual health clinics with LGBT people
filled their trial quota in just weeks. 19 This has led to the trial being branded a ‘‘postcode lottery’’ by
LGBT media. 20 The limited availability of the treatment has also had an impact on new diagnoses. The
BBC reported that, by October 2019, at least 15 people in England had tested positive for HIV while
waiting for a place on the trial. 21
In July 2019, NHS England and NHS Improvement met with the National Aids Trust, the Terrence
Higgins Trust and the Prepster campaign to discuss specific locations where people were unable to
access PrEP, several of which are in London. Chelsea and Westminster Hospital has since confirmed
that it will re-open PrEP enrolment. 22
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Concerns About Expanding PrEP Provision
There have been some concerns about widening access to PrEP. These include:
•

•
•

Funding PrEP has an opportunity cost, particularly as it can be characterised as ‘‘a more
expensive way of preventing HIV, in terms of its cost ‘per dose’, than most other
methods”. 23 The funds could be allocated elsewhere in the NHS and yield more marginal
benefit. 24
A rapid expansion in PrEP provision could place local authorities under strain. 25
People using PrEP could engage in more risky sexual behaviour, for instance, they might
discontinue condom usage or increase their number of sexual partners. 26

In 2016, NHS England argued it was too costly to fund a full roll out of PrEP. However, in 2017 a
study published in The Lancet found that a PrEP programme for men who have sex with men was cost
effective and potentially cost saving in the long term. The study said this was partly because it can be
expensive to treat people after they have acquired the virus. 27 Following publication of the study, NHS
England concluded that ‘‘evidence to support the use of PrEP is building’’. 28
One aim of the NHS England impact trial was to collect data which could assist local authorities, in
partnership with the NHS, in planning for a national programme. 29 The Local Government Association
has asked the Government to ensure that “adequate” funding is in place to support nationwide
expansion, accompanied by a guarantee that any unforeseen costs associated with a full roll out do
not fall on councils. 30
A systematic review in 2018 found no conclusive evidence that PrEP users increase sexual risk
behaviours. Condom use in men who have sex with men is influenced by multiple factors. 31
Nonetheless, there was a perception amongst healthcare professionals that PrEP may lead to
increased risk behaviours, such as not wearing condoms. 32 Parallels have been drawn with other
treatments. In the 1960s, for example, the contraceptive pill was thought by some to promote
promiscuity. 33
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Reaction
Political Reaction
In its 2017 manifesto, Labour committed to ensuring ‘‘NHS England completes the trial programme to
provide PrEP (pre-exposure prophylaxis) as quickly as possible, and fully roll out the treatment to
high-risk groups to help reduce HIV infection’’. 34
The same year, Norman Lamb, the then Liberal Democrat health spokesperson, said that ‘‘PrEP is a
vital weapon in the fight against HIV, and it’s high time that it was made routinely available to those
who are at risk of infection”. 35
Sector Comment
The Terrence Higgins Trust has welcomed the Government’s commitment to move towards routine
commissioning for PrEP. In October 2019, the charity stated that it had had ‘‘a productive meeting’’
with Jo Churchill, Parliamentary Under Secretary of State at the Department of Health and Social
Care. However, the charity also warned that it would be ‘‘holding [the Government] to account’’ on
this undertaking. 36
Kat Smithson, Director of Policy at the National Aids Trust, emphasised in October 2019 that the
NHS and local authorities in England ‘‘must work urgently to make routine commissioning a reality
sooner rather than later”. 37 In the past, the roll out of PrEP has been slowed down by the delayed
opening of centres, funding disputes and shortages of places. 38 In January 2019, campaigners
celebrated the decision to double the size of the impact trial but were disappointed when the plans to
expand were delayed days later by the Trial Advisory Board. 39 Stonewall has urged all candidates in
the upcoming general election to ensure that PrEP is available through routine commissioning “from
April 2020”. 40
The campaign #PrEPNow was launched in July 2018 and is supported by 31 organisations. These
include various LGBT charities, such as Stonewall, the LGBT Foundation and GMFA—the gay men’s
health project. The campaign initially called on NHS England and local authorities to ensure the
routine availability of PrEP by 1 April 2019. More recently, the campaign has emphasised that although
there are places remaining on the trial, clinics in some areas are oversubscribed and are turning
people away. It has also stated that additional places must be well promoted, both to clinicians and
patients, and that more should be done to ensure communities that are underrepresented benefit
from the drug. 41
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