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We live by hope,
but a reed never
became an Iroko tree
by dreaming.

—Nigerian proverb.

Welcome to

The decisions we make about the future are guided by our view of how the world
works and what we think is possible. A scenario is a story that describes a possible
future. Building and using scenarios can help people and organizations to learn, to
create wider and more shared understanding, to improve decision-making and to
galvanise commitment and informed action. People can use them to challenge their
assumptions and implicit beliefs, and look beyond their usual worldview.

Scenarios draw on the age-old tradition of story-telling to help people think
more imaginatively about difficult problems. Across the world, every culture tells
stories, using them to make sense of the world and pass on that understanding
from generation to generation.

This project uses stories rather than projections to explore the future of AIDS in
Africa over the next 20 years. Statistics may give a succinct and tragic snapshot of
recent events, but they say little of the AIDS epidemic’s wider context, or its
complex interconnections with other major issues, such as economic
development, human security, peace, and violence. Statistics can only hint at the
future. Indeed, by 2025, no one under the age of 50 in Africa will be able to
remember a world without AIDS.

The book is rich and detailed—reflecting the complexity of its subject
matter. There is a summary of the book, in the ‘Executive summary’, and the
‘Scenario analysis’ section provides a survey of the issues covered in the three
different scenarios.
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Some readers may be tempted to turn immediately
to the numbers—how many treated, how many
new infections, how many deaths by 20257 They
are urged to remember that the scenarios are not
predictions and that the goal of this project has
never been to generate statistics. Its aim has been
to explore how seemingly disconnected events and
trends (for example, patterns of global trade, the
education of girls and women, terrorist attacks on
the other side of the world, the rise to power of a
certain political regime) can work together to
expand or limit an epidemic.

The scenarios were created by a team of
about 50, mainly African, men and women. Most
of them live and work in Africa, dealing daily with
the effects of the epidemic. They brought a wide
range of experience and expertise, and were
anxious to look beyond, and below the surface of,
everyday events, sharing and building on their
wide range of understanding.

As the project developed, the team and
participants used the image of a hippopotamus in
a river to remind themselves of this idea. This is
because, when a hippopotamus stands in a river,
only a small part of it shows—most of it is hidden.
In the same way, if we only pay attention to
everyday events, then we may miss the complex
patterns and structures that underpin them. A
diving hippopotamus reminds us that patterns of
behaviour lie below the surface of events, and the
structure of the system lies deeper still.

Of course, given the widely varying
circumstances, impacts, and effects of the

Figure 1.
Looking beyond our
normal worldview.

epidemic in countries across Africa, no set of
scenarios can describe all the possible futures
that could occur. This project has set out to be
provocative rather than comprehensive,
stimulating questions and exploration, rather than
trying to provide all the answers. We hope that
the scenarios will prompt further thinking about
the future of the epidemic, not only for the whole
of the continent, but also for individual countries
and communities. In stimulating further policy
dialogue and thinking in the national context, the
scenarios may need to be adapted to the
particular social, economic, and epidemiological
conditions that apply in a particular nation—some
suggestions for exercises to explore these issues
are made in Appendix 6.

For those who want to explore further, the
accompanying CD-ROM contains most of the
material commissioned for the project, both
research papers and interviews, searchable by
keyword. It also provides detailed reports of the
project workshops and a number of presentations
of the scenarios that can be used in group work.

These scenarios represent a crucial step in
making sense of the future of the AIDS epidemic in
Africa. It is the hope of the project initiators,
participants, sponsors, and core team that this
material will provide an essential starting point, not
only for exploring and expanding people’s
understanding of the epidemic, but also for
sharing that understanding with others.
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