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A POSITION PAPER MAKING THE CASE
AGAINST INCLUDING SET-ASIDES IN PLEDGES



GLOBAL FUND SET-ASIDES, WHAT ARE THEY AND
WHERE DO THEY COME FROM?
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Every three years, the Global Fund holds its
replenishment cycle, during which donors
announce their pledges for the upcoming grant
cycle. Some donors choose to include set-
asides, which pledge to other initiatives as part
of their announcement of support for the Global
Fund.

 In other words, set-asides are funding that
counts towards the replenishment total but
never transfers to the Global Fund. While some
set-asides may have systems for meaningful
participation and rigorous approaches to
identifying need and supporting high-quality
programming, when they do, they are not
allocated, spent, or monitored according to
Global Fund policies and processes. Even when,
like L’Initiative, the set-aside stands out for its
transparency and alignment with Global Fund
priorities, these priorities are defined by the
programs it funds — and therefore differ from
those that apply to the portion of the pledge
actually transferred to the Global Fund.

During the 7  Replenishment, the total amount
announced at the pledging meeting was 15.7
billion USD – set-asides representing around
700 million dollars, or over 4% of total pledges.
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Set-asides originally emerged as a way for
donors to support targeted investments that
could strengthen the effectiveness of Global
Fund grants. For example, they have funded
technical assistance that helps local actors
develop stronger proposals or implement grants
more effectively. In some cases, they have also
allowed donors to fund areas that the Global
Fund’s Comprehensive Funding Policy does not
permit earmarking for. 

 The first such example is generally considered
to be from 2005, when the U.S. began including
language in its appropriations bills allowing
USAID to use up to 5% of its contribution to the
Global Fund for related technical assistance .

From GFAN’s perspective, their broader use
grew from 2008 onwards, in response to a real
need: many grant proposals were being rejected
due to weak technical quality, and set-asides
helped build the necessary capacity to improve
them. 

Over time, however, the scope of set-asides has
expanded beyond technical assistance. While
many still support much-needed programming,
particularly for civil society and community-
based organizations. It was in these years just
prior to the design of the current funding model
that HIV/AIDS, TB, and malaria grants that were
desperately needed in many geographies and
were not technically strong enough and so were
not approved, and there needed to be
mechanisms to support and grow capacity

However, the key issue today is not the nature
of the programming funded by set-asides, which
often remains relevant and valuable, but the fact
that these funds are counted as part of a
country’s official pledge to the Global Fund,
even though they are not transferred to or
managed by the Fund.

That also means that unlike core grants, which
are distributed based on disease burden and
country needs, set-asides allow donors to fund
foreign affairs national priorities, outside the
oversight and accountability mechanisms of the 
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A few months from the Global Fund 8  Replenishment, set-asides have become a completely
normalized part of the Global Fund partnership, and while much of the work facilitated by the funding
in these set-asides is welcome and appreciated, they do remain somewhat controversial. 
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A third of top donors have set-aside programs that are included in the pledge amount, with Japan,
Germany, and Canada the exceptions among the G7. These programs have been relatively small for
most of the life of the Global Fund, but they have rapidly increased since the 5  Replenishment,
reaching USD500 million for the 6  and USD700 million for the 7 . For GC7, set-asides represent over
4% of total pledges— a 40% increase from GC6, while the amount pledged increased only by 12%.
France has been the largest driver of this increase, by expanding the share of its set-aside three times in
as many funding cycles to reach 20%, the highest proportion among donors .
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Germany was the first donor to recognize the need to supplement their GF pledge with additional
resources to complement their investment in the Global Fund by launching the BACKUP Health
Initiative in 2002, well before set-asides even existed and — just as the Global Fund was getting started.
Importantly, BACKUP Health Initiative was never considered a set-aside: the funds committed to it
were not, and still are not, counted towards Germany’s Global Fund pledge. Instead, the BACKUP
Health Initiative functions as a dedicated technical assistance mechanism, with priorities set by the
German Ministry of Foreign Affairs. This long-standing initiative demonstrates that there has been a
viable and effective option to meet this need for over two decades, without pledging funding that will
not be channeled through the Global Fund. 

WHICH COUNTRIES HAVE SET-ASIDES ?

 Global Fund (including the Board, the Office of the
Inspector General and the Secretariats pursuit of
the GFs key performance indicators) . 

So, while, again, set-asides most often add
significant and important value to GF partners in
implementing countries - they have evolved and
changed, and the nature of their work is now more
diffuse. 

It is therefore time to reassess how set-asides’
value is understood, aligned, and counted within
the Global Fund context. 
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The largest set-asides and their strategic objectives: 

France: Although not the originator of set-asides, France has become their main proponent
and has significantly increased the share of its pledge to l’Initiative. It has grown from 5% in
GC4 to 7% in GC5, 9% in GC6, and finally 20% in GC7, or USD 317 million. L’Initiative focuses
on technical assistance, capacity-building, and gender-transformative projects.
Australia dedicated 10% of its GC7 USD177 million pledge to set-asides, focusing on
strengthening the health system in the Indo-Pacific.
The United States has allocated since 2005 up to 5% of pledges to its set-aside program,
amounting for GC7 to USD242 million – second only to France in absolute size, though much
smaller in share of the pledge. 
The United Kingdom and Italy both set aside 5% of their pledges, with the UK prioritizing
technical assistance, including through the German BACKUP Health, which delivers TA in six
priority countries under the UK set-aside, and Italy supporting faith-based organizations,
academic institutions, and strategic projects.
The Netherlands, Luxembourg, and Switzerland used to have relatively small set-aside
mechanisms, but they no longer use them.

In researching this piece, we found that many partners were surprised to discover both the number
and the scale of existing set-asides — over $700 million in pledges during the 7th Replenishment
alone, none of which went directly to the Global Fund. That said, since the last grant cycle, regular
alignment efforts have been maintained with the Global Fund Secretariat, notably through the
establishment of a Core Group and the submission of a first report to the Strategy Committee on
set-asides. These initiatives often support important work but remain entirely outside the Fund’s
allocation model and strategic decision-making. In the next sections, we unpack both the added
value and the challenges that set-asides bring to the Global Fund ecosystem as they currently stand.
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WHAT ARE THE POSITIVE OF SET-ASIDES ?

Set-asides are generally appreciated in
implementing countries, particularly by civil
society and community-based organizations,
because they offer a more accessible and
flexible alternative to standard Global Fund
grants.

For instance, L’Initiative, funded by France, is
easier to access for smaller organizations and
supports Global Fund Principal Recipients (PRs)
and Sub-Recipients (SRs) in accessing technical
assistance, strengthening institutional and
programmatic capacities, and navigating
complex grant management processes. Its
flexible structure makes it particularly appealing
for community-led advocacy. These initiatives
have significantly strengthened technical
knowledge and enabled more meaningful civil
society contributions, leading to more
technically sound grants in a wider range of
geographies. 

However, while set-asides like L’Initiative clearly
meet important needs, their alignment with the
Global Fund’s governance principles and equity
goals must be questioned. They often lack direct
representation from developing countries and
affected communities in their governance
structures, and a stark imbalance remains: 2
countries are prioritized across four separate
set-asides, while 37 eligible countries benefit
from none. Moreover, cases like Burkina Faso
and Niger — where support from L’Initiative was
withdrawn following political tensions with 

France, while Global Fund support continued —
highlight the vulnerability of these mechanisms
to political influence. These are legitimate
concerns that must be addressed if we are to
advocate credibly for reforms that ensure set-
asides complement, rather than fragment, the
Global Fund’s broader mission.

Strengthening community expertise and
capacity

When designed to complement national health
strategies, set-asides can enhance local
expertise and capacity-building. France’s
epidemiology training program in Togo is an
example of how set-aside funds can support
local expertise development while remaining
within the broader objectives of the Global
Fund. 

Supporting innovation and strategic
investments

Set-asides contribute to long-term health
improvements by fostering innovation and
strengthening regional health systems. For
instance, Italy’s investment in regulatory
harmonization for medicines in Africa aligns
with the Global Fund’s market-shaping efforts.
Similarly, some set-aside programs support local
manufacturing of health products, which, when
coordinated with the Global Fund’s
procurement strategies, can contribute to cost
efficiencies and regional self-sufficiency.



WHAT ARE THE CONCERNS WITH SET-ASIDES ?

Simply put, we do not think set-asides should be
counted towards pledges—they do support
important work, and much of this benefits the
Global Fund partnership from grant recipients,
including CSOs, key and Vulnerable Population
groups, and even GFAN. 

Donors should be encouraged to invest in the
Fund and complementary programs, and we
wish for these complementary, bilateral aid
programs to grow and prosper - but the two
must be kept separate. Additional funding
should be celebrated for its added value, not
used to inflate official pledges. Understanding
the many positives of the work and outcomes of
set-asides, there remain some challenges and
concerns with set-asides, including in the
following areas:

A shift away from multilateralism

Allowing 10–20% of a pledge to flow through
bilateral mechanisms instead of the Global
Fund’s pooled resources means less funding for
country allocations, catalytic investments, and
the Global Disease Split, which directs more
funds to TB and malaria when overall resources
increase. It also compounds the negative impact
on US matching contributions  (see our report
on the latest board decision on the topic). 

Maintaining a true multilateral approach is more
vital than ever in the current fragile ODA
environment. Unlike bilateral mechanisms, the
Global Fund’s shared governance, which
includes communities and civil society, remains
a unique example of meaningful inclusion, as
GFAN has long noted. 

However, donor countries prioritize national
interests over collectively determined health
needs by allowing set-asides to be counted
toward pledges. For instance, France’s decision
to allocate 20% of its pledge to L’Initiative
significantly reduces its real contribution to
pooled resources and creates funding
imbalances, as set-asides often target specific
regions or thematic priorities, leading to
geographic disparities in resource distribution.

Rethinking transparency and accountability

Both donors and implementation partners
prefer set-asides for their flexibility, faster
disbursement, and targeted investments. Unlike
Global Fund grants, set-asides bypass, at times,
rigid processes and offer more direct influence
over priorities. However, this creates
transparency gaps and risks fragmentation by
operating outside national coordination
mechanisms.

A risk to catalytic and systemic investments

The amount of funding available for catalytic
investments is determined by the total amount
of funding that is expected to be available. The
risk for catalytic investments (CI) vis-a-vis set-
asides is that the amount available for CIs is set
according to different amounts of total funding
disbursed to the Global Fund and available for
programming. 

So, if the total pledged amount is reduced by
hundreds of millions of dollars because set-
asides continue to grow, the amount available
for CIs remains low or is cut. 
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This is what we saw in GC7 because although
there were overall increases in pledges, the
minimum target of 18billion was not met
compounded by the increase in set-asides. 

While set-asides are often seen as supporting
similar areas of investment, they are ultimately
shaped by donor governments’ strategic
priorities rather than the broader health system
needs identified by the Global Fund’s inclusive
multilateral processes – and again, not all Global
Fund eligible countries are eligible for set-
asides. Instead of reinforcing systemic
investments, set-asides can divert funding into
fragmented projects

I that do not always align with the Global Fund’s
long-term strategy for resilient and sustainable
health systems.

Fragmentation of national efforts

Set-asides create parallel processes that are
hard to coordinate at the country level, putting
pressure on Country Coordinating Mechanisms
(CCMs) and national actors. Coordination
remains highly dependent on the quality of
relationships between donors, the Secretariat,
and country teams. There is a growing need for
structured, annual joint planning and increased
transparency across donors.

Set-asides have historically played a valuable role in supporting the Global Fund’s mission, specifically
by funding technical assistance and strengthening the role of communities and civil society. However,
their increasing use raises concerns. More and more, donors use set-asides to earmark funds while
leveraging the Global Fund’s name, without sufficient alignment to its governance systems,
accountability frameworks, or strategic objectives. This trend risks introducing bilateral logic into a
space that is meant to remain multilateral.

In the context of today’s global health financing crisis, complementary programming is welcome and
needed. But it must come with greater transparency and integrity. If donors choose to maintain or
expand set-asides, they must ensure these investments are clearly aligned with the Global Fund’s key
performance indicators. Set-asides must be framed as complementary and additional, not as
substitutes for core contributions, and should not be included in replenishment pledges unless the
funds are actually transferred to the Global Fund.

At the same time, the Global Fund itself should evolve to better meet the needs that set-asides often
attempt to address. This includes simplifying access to funding for smaller organizations and creating
faster, more agile funding streams for emergencies, technical assistance, and community-led civil
society initiatives. A more flexible and responsive Global Fund can meet these demands while
maintaining the principles of pooled, transparent, and equitable funding.

Donor countries also have a role to play. They should fully fund the Global Fund to ensure it can
deliver at scale, align any external initiatives with its strategic objectives, and commit to transparent
annual reporting on how those initiatives contribute to the Fund’s broader mission. Most importantly,
only actual financial contributions transferred to the Global Fund should be counted toward
replenishment pledges. Anything less risks blurring the line between genuine multilateral support and
fragmented, donor-driven funding streams.



To ensure set-asides reinforce, rather than weaken, the multilateral framework of the Global Fund,
advocacy efforts should focus on the following key messages:

Complementary - but ultimately still separate - funding like set-asides should not be
included in the calculation of a country’s pledge to the Global Fund

Set-asides are not counted towards “leverage” pledges. In the past, the United States
and others have included in their pledges funding that is available only if sufficient
funding is contributed by other donor sources. Set-asides – which do not “count”
towards total available funds – do not “count” towards the leveraging as much as
possible of the US pledge for example. 

Multilateralism protects health investments from political shifts. The Global Fund’s
governance model offers a stable, inclusive, and transparent framework. In contrast,
bilateral set-asides are more exposed to short-term political agendas. Reinforcing the
multilateral approach is critical for long-term impact.

The Global Fund is the largest community-based funder. Financing health
commodities without investing in community responses is ineffective. Community-led
interventions are central to service uptake, accountability, and impact. Undermining
this by diverting funds to uncoordinated set-asides weakens the Fund’s comparative
advantage.

By focusing on these key advocacy messages, stakeholders can ensure that set-asides remain a
tool for strengthening global health financing efforts rather than undermining them.

MESSAGES
KEY



ASKS
KEY

Fully fund the Global Fund and protect core funding. Donors should
ensure their contributions strengthen — not undermine — the Global
Fund’s needs-based allocation model. Complementary funding,
including set-asides, must remain additional and not replace core
resources.

Avoid bypassing collective governance mechanisms. Donor-driven set-
asides should align with — not circumvent — the strategic priorities and
decision-making processes of the Global Fund. These priorities are
defined collectively via Board-approved catalytic investments to
address key needs.

Ensure transparency and accountability of external initiatives. Donors
should commit to transparent annual reporting on how external
initiatives, including set-asides, contribute to the Global Fund’s mission,
and ensure that any complementary programming is clearly aligned
with the Global Fund’s KPIs. Only actual financial contributions
transferred to the Global Fund should count toward replenishment
pledges.
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Maintain the integrity and equity of the pooled funding
model. As it evolves, the Global Fund must ensure that
complementary approaches uphold pooled, transparent, and
needs-based financing principles, avoiding fragmentation or
donor-driven distortions.

Strengthen and expand flexible and agile funding
mechanisms. The Global Fund should adapt to better meet
the types of needs that set-asides often seek to cover,
including:

Simplified access for smaller organizations
Rapid response mechanisms for emergencies
Dedicated and accessible streams for community-
led and civil society initiatives



1.by consistently including the following language in appropriations bills: "... up to 5
percent of the aggregate amount of funds made available to the Global Fund in fiscal
year [X] may be made available to USAID for technical assistance related to the
activities of the Global Fund” See the full text in the 2005 appropriation bill:
https://www.congress.gov/congressional-report/108th-congress/house-
report/792/1 

2.All data from the Global Fund donor reports that can be found here:
https://www.theglobalfund.org/en/publications/donor-reports/

3.The U.S. cannot provide more than 33% of all Global Fund funding. In practice,
because the U.S. tend to make very large pledges (US 6 billion for the 7
Replenishment for Example), every 2 dollars from non-U.S. donors adds 1 dollar of
U.S. funding. But set-asides are not counted in these calculations, so every dollar going
to a set-aside reduces the amount going to the Global Fund by $1.5.
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