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Achieving the health Millennium Development Goals for
South Africa: challenges and priorities

Mickey Chopra, Joy E Lawn, David Sanders, Peter Barron, Salim S Abdool Karim, Debbie Bradshaw, Rachel Jewkes, Quarraisha Abdool Karim,
Alan |Flisher, Bongani M Mayosi, Stephen M Tollman, Gavin | Churchyard, Hoosen Coovadia, for The Lancet South Africateam*

15 years after liberation from apartheid, South Africans are facing new challenges for which the highest calibre of
leadership, vision, and commitment is needed. The effect of the unprecedented HIV/AIDS epidemic has been immense.
Substantial increases in mortality and morbidity are threatening to overwhelm the health system and undermine the
potential of South Africa to attain the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). However The Lancet's Series on
South Africa has identified several examples of leadership and innovation that point towards a different future scenario.
We discuss the type of vision, leadership, and priority actions needed to achieve such a change. We still have time to
change the health trajectory of the country, and even meet the MDGs. The South African Government, installed in April,
2009, has the mandate and potential to address the public health emergencies facing the country—will they do so or will

another opportunity and many more lives be lost?

Introduction

Political change in South Africa since the end of apartheid
has placed the country on a new trajectory of hope in
which human rights are replacing racial and sexual
discrimination. Institutions of the state are being built
on notions of redress and equality, with parliament
representing all ethnic groups instead of a white minority.
In the health sector, political change has aimed to reduce
inequities in health and health services, integrate the
dignarate hameland health-care svatems intn one Sonth

HIV-related mortality—and average life expectancy at
birth is now 50 years for men and 54 years for women.!
The proportion of the global burden of disease borne
by South Africa, with a population of only 48 million, is
disproportionately high (figure 2). The total disability-
adjusted life-years for high burden diseases in South
Africa is almost equivalent to that of Bangladesh, which
has a population three times as large and living in much
worse poverty. The Lancet’s Series on South Africa has
shown that the conntre fares a converoence of several
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