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What is HIV and AIDS?


HIV stands for Human Immunodeficiency Virus.  HIV is a virus that takes over certain immune system cells to make many copies of itself. HIV causes slow but constant damage to the immune system. 

AIDS stands for Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome.  AIDS is the condition diagnosed when there are a group of related symptoms that are caused by severe HIV infection.  AIDS makes the body vulnerable to life-threatening illnesses called opportunistic infections.

How does HIV affect the body?


Normally, the human immune system is the body’s protection against bacterias, viruses, etc.; it is like a coat of armor.  When HIV enters the body, it starts poking holes in the armor.  Eventually, the armor becomes very weak and unable to protect the body.  Once the armor is very weak or is gone, the person is said to have AIDS.  An AIDS diagnosis is generally made when either the body's protective T-cells drop below a certain level or the HIV-positive individual begins to experience opportunistic infections. 
 
An opportunistic infection is an infection that would not normally affect an otherwise healthy person. Oftentimes, it's these infections that are the cause of illness or death in HIV-positive individuals - not the virus itself.  If people do not get any treatment for HIV disease, it takes an average of 8-10 years to progress from HIV to AIDS. 

How is HIV transmitted?

HIV is transmitted through four body fluids:  blood, semen, vaginal fluid, and breast milk.  In order to pass HIV from one person to another, HIV-infected fluid from one person needs to get into the bloodstream of another person.  HIV is usually transmitted through sharing needles, unprotected anal, vaginal, and sometimes oral sex, and from mother to infant before or during delivery or while breastfeeding. 
HIV/AIDS Symptoms

Many people with HIV do not know they are infected.

· Many people do not develop symptoms after they first get infected with HIV. Others have a flu-like illness within several days to weeks after exposure to the virus. They complain of fever, headache, tiredness, and enlarged lymph nodes in the neck. These symptoms usually disappear on their own within a few weeks. After that, the person feels normal and has no symptoms. This asymptomatic phase often lasts for years.

· The progression of disease varies widely among individuals. This state may last from a few months to more than 10 years.

· During this period, the virus continues to multiply actively and infects and kills the cells of the immune system.

· The virus destroys the cells that are the primary infection fighters, called CD4 cells.

· Even though the person has no symptoms, he or she is contagious and can pass HIV to others through the routes listed above.

AIDS is the later stage of HIV infection, when the body begins losing its ability to fight infections. Once the CD4 cell count falls low enough, an infected person is said to have AIDS. Sometimes, the diagnosis of AIDS is made because the person has unusual infections or cancers that show how weak the immune system is:

· The infections that happen with AIDS are called opportunistic infections because they take advantage of the opportunity to infect a weakened host. The infections include (but are not limited to)

· pneumonia caused by Pneumocystis, which causes wheezing,

· brain infection with toxoplasmosis which can cause trouble thinking or symptoms that mimic a stroke,

· widespread infection with a bacteria called MAC (mycobacterium avium complex) which can cause fever and weight loss,

· yeast infection of the swallowing tube (esophagus) which causes pain with swallowing, and

· Widespread diseases with certain fungi like histoplasmosis, which can cause fever, cough, anemia, and other problems.

· A weakened immune system can also lead to other unusual conditions:

· lymphoma in the brain, which can cause fever and trouble thinking; or

· a cancer of the tissues called Kaposi's sarcoma, which causes brown, reddish, or purple spots that develop on the skin or in the mouth

	What are the later symptoms of HIV/AIDS?

	 

	· Lack of energy 

· Weight loss 

· Frequent fevers and sweats 

· A thick, whitish coating of the tongue or mouth (thrush) that is caused by a yeast infection and sometimes accompanied by a sore throat 

· Severe or recurring vaginal yeast infections 

· Chronic pelvic inflammatory disease or severe and frequent infections like herpes zoster 

· Periods of extreme and unexplained fatigue that may be combined with headaches, lightheadedness, and/or dizziness 

· Rapid loss of more than 10 pounds of weight that is not due to increased physical exercise or dieting 

· Bruising more easily than normal 

· Long-lasting bouts of diarrhoea 

· Swelling or hardening of glands located in the throat, armpit, or groin 

· Periods of continued, deep, dry coughing 

· Increasing shortness of breath 

· The appearance of discoloured or purplish growths on the skin or inside the mouth 

· Unexplained bleeding from growths on the skin, from mucous membranes, or from any opening in the body 

· Recurring or unusual skin rashes 

· Severe numbness or pain in the hands or feet, the loss of muscle control and reflex, paralysis or loss of muscular  strength 

· An altered state of consciousness, personality change, or mental deterioration 

· Children may grow slowly or fall sick frequently. HIV positive persons are also found to be more vulnerable to some    cancers. 


How can I prevent myself from contracting HIV?

Becoming educated about HIV and understanding how it is transmitted is the first, and perhaps most important way to prevent the spread of HIV.  It is essential for people to make informed decisions about the level of risk they are willing to take, based on what is realistic for them. 

Abstaining from sex and needle sharing is the most effective way for people to protect themselves from HIV and other sexually transmitted diseases
What are the different types of HIV antibody tests?
There are a couple of different types of tests being used to help people determine their HIV status.  When people say "HIV test", they are usually referring to a standard antibody test, however there are several other screening tests used to detect HIV antibodies that you may want to know about....
1. Standard Test / ELISA: This is the most common HIV antibody test used by most doctors and laboratories and involves a full blood draw which is sent to a laboratory for testing. The extreme sensitivity of the test makes a negative result conclusive (provided the appropriate window period has passed). Sometimes, the test is so sensitive that it will react to other antibodies besides HIV (usually related to auto-immune disorders) - in this case, the lab would perform a Western Blot test. The Western Blot is a HIV-specific confirmation test that will either confirm or rule-out HIV infection. Results are usually given in 5-10 business days. 

2. OraSure: The OraSure test is perfect for anyone who doesn't like blood. A swab is rubbed between the cheek and lower gum to collect an oral mucosal specimen, which is then sent out for testing. It's recommended that you not eat, drink, smoke, etc. 20 minutes before the test is administered. At the lab, an ELISA and if necessary, a Western Blot is performed on the sample. Results are typically given in 5-10 business days.

3. OraQuick / Rapid Test: The OraQuick test is a rapid HIV antibody test, providing results in about 30 minutes. The administrator pricks the patient's finger and takes a few drops of blood which will then be placed into a solution to develop.  The extreme sensitivity of the OraQuick test means that a negative result (after the window period) is conclusive. If the test does react, the patient will receive a "preliminary positive" result, meaning the test reacted to something in the blood, however not necessarily HIV antibodies. To confirm a reactive OraQuick test, blood is drawn and sent to a lab for the Western Blot test. Results are ready in 5-10 business days
How is HIV treated?


Current HIV antiviral treatments and treatments for opportunistic infections are prolonging the lives of many HIV+ individuals.  However, many of the drugs used to treat HIV are very harsh on the body, very difficult to take, and don’t work for some people.  Research is making great strides toward developing vaccines and better medications for people who are living with HIV, but there is still no cure. 

Most people who are taking HIV treatments are taking two or more medications at the same time.  This is called Highly Active Anti-Retroviral Therapy (HAART).  It may also be called combination therapy or “the cocktail”.  Combination therapy has been found most effective at combating HIV by attacking the virus in many different ways.  There are currently three main classes of medications that are used to treat HIV:  Entry Inhibitors, Reverse Transcriptase Inhibitors (Nucleoside, Non-Nucleoside, Nucleotide), and Protease Inhibitors. 
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