
Virgin: Virgin Unite 

BACKGROUND Virgin, a leading branded venture capital organization, is one of the world’s 
most recognized and respected brands. Conceived in 1970 by Sir Richard Branson, the Vir-
gin Group has gone on to grow very successful businesses in sectors ranging from mobile 
telephony, to transportation, travel, financial services, leisure, music, holidays, publishing and 
retailing. Virgin has created more than 200 branded companies worldwide, employing approxi-
mately 50,000 people, in 29 countries.

DISEASES ADDRESSED AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria

AREAS OF INTERVENTION Workplace, Community Involvement, Advocacy & Leadership

FOUNDATIONS OF ACTION Established in 2004, Virgin Unite is the not-for-profit entrepre-
neurial foundation of the Virgin Group. Working as a catalyst, Virgin Unite drives new approaches 
to global social and environmental issues through two core approaches: 1) entrepreneurial 
incubation to create sustainable solutions and 2) business inspiration and mobilisation to create 
good investments and to get staff and customers involved around the world.  They partner with 
frontline organizations to come up with solutions that will last for the long run in order to fight 
tough social issues and uplift communities. Virgin Unite is currently running a number of initia-
tives, below are a few that are core to Virgin’s businesses from the Travel and Tourism sector.  

Virgin has been a GBC member company since March 2003.

KEY ACTIONS HEAVEN’S ANGELS CAMPAIGN - RURAL TRANSPORT NETWORK: The Rural 
Transport Network (RTN) is a new model of healthcare delivery led by an army of entrepreneurs 
on motorbikes designed to reach the last mile and uplift communities in rural Africa. Everyday 
10,000 people in sub-Saharan Africa die needlessly of easily preventable diseases such as AIDS, 
TB and Malaria. A disproportionate number of victims are located in rural areas that are difficult 
to reach where healthcare and transport infrastructure is grossly inadequate. Through the RTN 
Virgin is: bridging the last mile transport gap, achieving sustainable healthcare solutions, and 
fostering local entrepreneurship. Sustainability is key- the company is testing a new business 
model by allowing entrepreneurs to earn a commission for their health work as well as generate 
income by using the bikes for their own commercial courier and taxi ventures. 

Launched in June 2007, motorbikes are running with local healthcare partners in Kenya and 
South Africa, and will soon to hit the ground in Nigeria. It requires £5,000 to buy a new motor-
bike, employ a new health worker and cover all the running costs for the first year. Each rider 
will then reach thousands of people every year. Virgin Atlantic and Virgin Trains among a number 
of other Virgin businesses have taken a lead in raising funds for the RTN through the Heaven’s 
Angels campaign (over $1 million). Virgin Hotels has also made Heaven’s Angels core to their 
business – having developed unique product offerings at each of their properties, proceeds of 
which go to the RTN. 

BHUBEZI COMMUNITY HEALTH CENTRE – South Africa In Mpumalanga province, the US 
Government (PEPFAR/USAID), Virgin Unite, Anglo Coal and the Ndlovu Medical Centre have 
partnered to advance a public-private partnership to mitigate the impact of AIDS and improve 

“I think it’s very 

difficult to understand 

the world’s problems 

unless you travel. I’ve 

been to hospitals where 

rows and rows of 

people were dying from 

AIDS. Without having 

seen that, I doubt I 

would feel the same 

imperative.” 

– Richard Branson 
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primary healthcare in the Bushbuckridge community. The partnership will create a ‘one-stop centre’ for basic primary 
health, TB, HIV/AIDS and Malaria care at a local level through the development of the Bhubezi Community Health Care. 
Collectively, the partners have pooled approximately US $7.3 million to build the clinic and support its running costs. Virgin 
Unite and Anglo Coal will be providing additional funds to support the management costs. 

Opening its doors in April 2007, Bhubezi will serve a community of 100,000 people from 12,000 households living in 21 
villages. Virgin Hotels supports the clinic by helping to start community businesses to empower the community through its 
Pride n’ Purpose initiative - the non-profit community arm of Ulusaba, Richard Branson’s private game reserve. In addition 
to staff from area game reserves the clinic also serves migrant mine workers, game and commercial farms, timber 
plantations, area pensions and the informal sector operating in the region. 

0% CHALLENGE The 0% Challenge was initiated by Richard Branson in 2005 after he learned that an Ulusaba employee had 
died from an AIDS related illness. Turning this unfortunate incident into a positive workplace movement, Richard Branson 
issued a challenge to his employees: 
° 0% deaths from HIV/AIDS ° 0% transference of infection from mother to baby, and very importantly
° 0% new infections ° 0% tolerance of discrimination against those affected

On World AIDS 2006, Virgin Group launched its Global HIV/AIDS Policy and Management Guidelines. The company’s hotel 
arm, Virgin Hotels, implemented the 0% Challenge and recorded a milestone for the company when over 50 staff of the 
Ulusaba Game Reserve voluntarily tested for HIV, after Richard Branson publicly took an HIV test. The company is now 
developing its group-wide staff education processes through an e-learning tool, and the appointment of HIV Champions.

MAIN OUTCOMES AND LESSONS LEARNED Virgin’s examples are a few of the many unlikely partnerships that can 
be formed across private and public to tackle HIV/AIDS, TB and Malaria. Virgin understands that to have optimal impact, 
no one company or government can go it alone. Through its deep entrepreneurial roots, Virgin recognizes the importance 
of creating long-lasting solutions – that are owned and driven by the local communities - rather than pouring charitable 
dollars into a problem. 

MORE INFORMATION

Contact Priya Bery
Email  Priya.Bery@virginusa.com
Website  www.virginunite.com
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