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INTRODUCTION 
 

1. NIPSA is the largest trade union in Northern Ireland representing over 45,000 

members employed across the whole of the public service in organisations 

such as the Northern Ireland Civil Service and its Agencies, Local 

Government, Education and Library Boards, the Health and Personal Social 

Services, the Northern Ireland Housing Executive as well as a host of Non-

Departmental Public Bodies (NDPBs).  NIPSA also represents a significant 

number of members in the voluntary sector. 

 

2. NIPSA campaigns for equal rights, for lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender 

people at work and in society.  NIPSA seeks to achieve a just society – one 

which recognises the rights of all workers and citizens to enjoy the prosperity 

and fulfilment which leads to a good quality of life and wellbeing.  We 

therefore welcome the opportunity to comment on this consultation and our 

response is as follows. 

 

3. NIPSA is of the opinion that further research is required prior to the removal of 

the ban on the sale of HIV testing kits.  Although not wholly opposed to the 

removal of the ban, we believe that careful consideration is required and that if 

the Department removes the ban then appropriate governance – in 

consultation with key stakeholders, including Trade Unions – must be put in 

place. 

 

4. NIPSA notes the British HIV Association comment which stated that HIV self-

testing can produce significant rates of both false positive and negative results 
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and so should not be used as a substitute for the testing currently available in 

healthcare and other settings.1 

 

5. NIPSA accepts that the removing of the ban on the sale of self-testing kits has 

the potential to give individuals greater choice and control in relation to HIV 

testing which in turn could potentially reach individuals who might be reluctant 

to test in a healthcare setting.  We understand the rationale behind the 

Department’s suggestion that by removing the ban has the potential to 

improve the early diagnosis of HIV and that individuals could then access 

treatment and care as early as possible. 

 

6. Although a number of individuals welcome the lifting of the ban on the sale of 

HIV self-testing kits, others have raised concerns.  NIPSA believes the 

Department should collate all concerns and perform an in depth risk 

assessment before making any decision on the removal of the current ban. 

 

7. NIPSA’s concerns include the uncertainty over how individuals using self-tests 

will be linked to sources of local information, support, treatment and care 

should a self-test be reactive.  In particular, NIPSA is concerned that 

individuals may not receive immediate support after a reactive test result. 

 

8. NIPSA is also concerned regarding the accuracy of the self-testing kits 

themselves and that individuals could potentially be diverted from existing 

sexual health services. 

 

9. HIV testing is only one of a number of sexual health tests.  We are concerned 

that individuals will solely opt for HIV self-testing and therefore will not attend 

a sexual health clinic to get tested for other STIs. 

 

10. NIPSA is further concerned about an increased potential risk for coercive 

testing, inter-partner violence, and psycho-social distress. 

 
                                                
1 British HIV Association (BHIVA) response to Department of Health announcement ‘Modernisation of 
HIV rules to better protect public’. 
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11. Good practice must be adopted to allay the concerns the removal of the ban 

may raise.  Potential users of any self-testing kits must be made aware that 

the tests are designed as initial screening tests rather than a replacement for 

formal testing; that they understand how to use the test to ensure maximum 

accuracy; and that anyone using the tests are linked to appropriate services, 

care and support. 

 

12. The introduction of instant result self-testing kits for HIV cannot be considered 

in isolation.  Rather, it should be seen as part of a comprehensive approach to 

HIV and public health, with relevance to issues ranging from public awareness 

and service provision to training and national HIV surveillance. 

 

13. NIPSA believes access to HIV testing and education awareness must be 

improved if Northern Ireland is to reduce the amount of new cases of HIV.  We 

fully accept that when people know their HIV status then those individuals are 

able to take steps to prevent transmitting the virus to others.  Diagnosing 

individuals earlier ensures that other individuals, such as sexual partners, can 

be identified more quickly. 

 

14. Northern Ireland has the lowest number of individuals with HIV compared to 

the rest of the UK; however, in recent years the number of those diagnosed 

with HIV has increased.  NIPSA does not want to see a dilution of testing 

services in favour of self-tests, however, NIPSA realises that certain groups 

such as serodiscordant couples, sex workers and men who have sex with 

men could potentially benefit from HIV self-testing. 

 

15. NIPSA agrees with the World Health Organisation’s (WHO) statement that 

scaling up HIV testing is both a public health and human rights imperative2.  

The WHO went on to stress that efforts to increase HIV testing must address 

the factors that create barriers to it and take advantage of approaches that 

have proved to overcome them. 

                                                
2 WHO, Scaling up HIV testing and counselling in the WHO European Region, 2010 
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16. Perceived or actual barriers exist in Northern Ireland towards HIV testing.  

Such barriers may exist at a personal, healthcare provider or institutional and 

policy level. 

 

Personal Barriers 
 

17. Although information relating to HIV and sexual health is available, there is 

still a low knowledge of Sexually Transmitted Infections (STIs), including HIV, 

and treatment.  NIPSA believes this actual/perceived barrier could be 

remedied by more appropriate sexual health education awareness, 

particularly in all schools.  There needs to be greater awareness on where to 

access STI testing as well as information around the tests involved. 

 

Healthcare Provider Barriers 
 

18. NIPSA is of the view that all levels of the Health Service, specifically frontline 

services such as A&E and GP Surgeries, must be fully trained to perform STI, 

including HIV, testing.  Instances of low-level of HIV knowledge within the 

Healthcare sector must be tackled while at the same time addressing any 

discomfort approaching the subject of HIV and the sexual histories of patients. 

 

Institutional and Policy Barriers 
 

19. The NHS has GUM clinics at 9 locations throughout Northern Ireland which 

has increased access to sexual health services, specifically around STI 

testing.  NIPSA believes that more resources are required at GUM clinics 

especially around increased number of available appointments.  The Health 

Minister must address this through the Health Service Budget and release 

extra spending in this area. 

 




