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HIV/AIDS

What are HIV and AIDS?

HIV (Human Immunodeficiency Virus) is a virus that attacks the immune system (the body’s
defense against infection).  HIV breaks down the immune system and leaves the body more
susceptible to illness.

AIDS (Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome) is a late stage of HIV infection. An HIV positive
person is diagnosed with AIDS when their immune system is so weakened that it is no longer able
to fight off illness.

How is HIV Transmitted?

HIV is transmitted from person to person through the exchange of fluids.  While HIV virus can be
found in all bodily fluids of an infected person only these fluids contain a high enough concentration
of HIV to transmit the virus:  Blood, Semen (including pre-cum), Vaginal secretions, and Breast
milk.  HIV can be transmitted through unprotected anal, vaginal or oral sex, sharing needles for drug
use, tattooing or piercing, moms can transmit to babies before, during, and after birth, including
breast feeding, and sharing of sex toys.  HIV is NOT transmitted through casual contact including
hugging, kissing, using public toilets, sharing eating utensil, or coughing.  It is not transmitted
through saliva, urine, feces, sweat, tears, vomit or mucus.

Symptoms

Many people will not have any symptoms when they first become infected with HIV.  They may,
however, have a flu-like illness within a month or two after exposure to the virus.  This illness may
include fever, headache, tiredness, or enlarged lymph nodes (glands of the immune system easily felt
in the neck and groin).  These symptoms usually disappear within a week to a month and are often
mistaken for those of another infection.

Later Symptoms

More persistent or severe symptoms may not appear for 6 to 10 years or more after HIV first enters
the body.  This period varies in each person from children to adults.  Even during the period of no
symptoms, the virus is actively multiplying, infecting, and killing cells of the immune system. As the
immune system becomes weakened, a variety of complications start to take over.  For many people,
the first signs of infection are large lymph nodes, or swollen glands.  Other symptoms often
experienced months to years before the onset of AIDS include lack of energy, weight loss, frequent
fevers and sweats, persistent or frequent yeast infections (oral or vaginal), persistent skin rashes or
flaky skin, and short term memory loss.  Some people develop frequent and severe herpes infections
that cause mouth, genital and anal sores, or a painful nerve disease called shingles.
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Why should I be tested for HIV?

The CDC (Centers for Disease Control) has recently recommended that everyone receive routine
testing yearly as part of regular preventative health.  Anyone who is or has participated in activities
that involve the exchange of HIV transmittable fluids should be tested for HIV.  It is important to
know your status.  If you test negative, you can find out how to keep from getting infected in the
future.  If you test positive, you can take advantage of antiviral medications to maintain a healthy
lifestyle and learn how to prevent passing HIV to others.

Diagnosis

Most HIV tests actually detect the presence of HIV antibodies, not the virus itself.  It takes the
immune system time to identify the virus and produce antibodies.  Most people will develop
detectable antibodies within two to eight weeks.  In rare cases it may take up to six months to
develop antibodies to HIV.  The time it takes for the body to produce antibodies is called the
window period.  Even if someone tests negative for HIV antibodies, they can still transmit the virus.
Once a person is tested for HIV, they have to be tested 6 months after the last exposure to confirm
that they are negative.

Treatment

Researchers have developed drugs to fight both HIV infection and its associated infections and
cancers.  The FDA (Food and Drug Administration) has approved a number of drugs for the
treatment of HIV.

Prevention

Abstinence:  Simply choose not to have sex.

Latex and Polyurethane Barrier Methods:  Use safe sex materials such as male and female
condoms, dental dams, and finger cots when engaging in sexual activity. Do not use male and female
condoms at the same time.

Needle Exchange/Clean your works:  Always use new, unused needles or clean your works by
flushing the needle and plunger with water and bleach each time you use an intravenous drug
syringe.  Do not share other IV drug paraphernalia such as cookers cottons/filters, or water glasses.

Tattoos and Piercing:  When you get a tattoo or body piercing, use a professional tattooist or
piercer who sterilizes all equipment, uses a new disposable needle (a new package should be opened
in front of you) and new ink in a disposable container for each customer.  Do not use a piercing gun
because it cannot be properly sterilized.  Keep any tattoo or piercing on your body clean and free
from infection.

Pregnancy:  If you are HIV positive and think you may be pregnant, you should contact your
doctor immediately to discuss your options.  There are medications that you can take during your
pregnancy to reduce your baby’s risk of being HIV positive.


