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BACKGROUND 

The COVID-19 pandemic has substantially changed landscape of health service delivery, increasing 

challenges during access to health care and further exacerbating health inequities among people living 

with HIV and persons at higher risk for contracting HIV (1). In 2021, the pandemic persisted which 

resulted in economic distress for many HIV at-risk-population groups and in rise of experienced stigma 

and discrimination. Thus, it came to no surprise when challenges in maintaining clinical 

appointments/follow-ups and alternation in adherence to the medication uptake have also been 

detected (2).  

In 2020, the first year of the pandemic, the health professionals in the field were already raising 

concerns about impact the pandemic would have on HIV prevention, testing, and care. As predicted, 

the COVID-19 pandemic has substantially impacted testing for HIV and other infectious diseases 

(3,4,5). Assessment of testing in WHO European region has demonstrated that 95% of participating 

testing centres (local and national) found decrease in testing especially during first three months of 

the COVID-19 pandemic, and 58% decrease from June to August of 2020 (3). Various studies also found 

decrease in demand for HIV consultations (in-person or online) in 2020 compared to 2019 (4,5). The 

results of comparing HIV/STI testing data received from 2020 to 2021 still show that the numbers have 

not yet reached pre-pandemic trends (6). 

Experienced decrease in HIV testing and preventive consultations sets back the efforts to reach the 

95-95-95 targets advocated by the Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) by 2030, 

which already struggles working towards set goals due to the need of re-shaping interventions and 

health care systems developed around previously practiced HIV care cascade without taking into 

consideration change of patient behaviour and engagement in HIV care as time passes. (7). Decrease 

in testing and consultation seeking also raises concern due to the implications of early diagnoses on 

HIV incidence and care. Specifically, early diagnosis prevents HIV transmission, improves health 

outcomes of HIV-positive patients, and reduces the costs of the treatment (8-12). Conversely, late HIV-

diagnoses could impact the effectiveness of antiretroviral therapy (13) and achievement of viral 

suppression (14). 

Monitoring and evaluation (M&E) is an essential component of any effective testing programme. M&E 

data permit continuous evaluation of targets as well as assessment of programme effectiveness, 

efficiency and impact. Such data can prove invaluable in planning improvements to HIV prevention 

strategies (7), which is especially important now considering the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
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testing and consultation seeking. The COBATEST Network contributes both to M&E and to supporting 

organizations providing HIV/STI testing services. Specifically, the network links organisations across 

Europe who offer community-based voluntary counselling and STI/HIV testing (CBVCT) services and 

promotes testing, early diagnosis and linkage to care in higher risk populations. 

CBVCT services are considered an effective strategy for HIV testing, especially for key populations 

(15,16), and have expanded in the EU/EEA since 2010 through a variety of service delivery models 

(17).This strategy has been proven to increase the availability, accessibility and uptake of HIV testing 

in order to reduce the number of people who do not know their HIV status or who are diagnosed late 

(18)impacting the first 90 set by UNAIDS (19). Offering testing in the community also potentially 

reduces the stigma and discrimination faced by key populations (15).In addition, due to patient-

centred orientation of the services, CBVCT has a potential to further expand its role and become part 

of the strategy developed to achieve potentially ΨŦƻǳǊǘƘ-флΩ ƻŦ ¦b!L5{ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƎƻŜǎ ōŜȅƻƴŘ 

viral undetectability and concentrates on good health-related quality-of-life of PLHIV.  

Scaling up of the CBVCT service model was considered to have huge potential to contribute to 

achieving the 90-90-90 target by 2020 (20), thus and it can be considered even more crucial in meeting 

higher target percentile set by the UNAIDS for 2030 (21).However, the scale up in Europe has been 

thwarted by limited funding, poor integration with national HIV programmes and regulatory barriers. 

There is a need for guidance to clearly address these implementation challenges, including M&E, and 

a need to assist countries in the development of national policies and their implementation and 

evaluation (21). 

Since 2014, COBATEST Network has been growing and its members have submitting testing data from 

their CBVCT services yearly. In this report, our aim is to describe the COBATEST Network in its current 

form and describe the testing activity for 2021, based on the submitted data. With the aim of 

contributing to the scientific data on the impact of the COVID-19 on HIV testing among vulnerable 

populations in specific regions represented in COBATEST network, separate heading has been 

dedicated to the topic, exploring the data provided by members from Eastern Europe and Central 

Asian (EECA). It should also be mentioned that starting 2021, COBATEST has particularly concentrated 

on EECA and their integration into the network through launching region-specific projects and 

intensive outreach initiatives. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. COBATEST network map 

  

110 centres in 27 European and 2 Central Asian countries 

In 2021 data was submitted by 70 COBATEST members from 19 European and 2 Central Asian countries. Specifically from: Austria, Belgium, Croatia, Denmark, France, 

Germany, Italy, Kyrgyzstan, Latvia, Moldova, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Russia, Serbia, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Tajikistan, and United Kingdom.  


































































































































































