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It's been more than 30 years since a disease now called AIDS was first recognized

in the United States. Back then, it was considered a death sentence. No treatments
were available, its cause was unknown, and people often died within a few
months after being diagnosed. Today, people infected with HIV—the virus that
causes AIDS—can live full, healthy lives, in large part because of medicines and
other discoveries made with NIH support.

- The terms HIV and AIDS can be confusing, because they're related but

different. HIV is a virus that harms your immune system by invading and then

destroying your infection-fighting white blood cells. AIDS is the final stage of
an untreated HIV infection. People with AIDS can have a range of symptoms,
because their weakened immune systems put them at risk for life-threatening
infections and cancers.

HIV virus passes from one person to another through certain body fluids,

such as blood and semen. About 90% of new HIV infections in the U.S.
occur during sex. Shared needles and injection drug use is the second most
common route of infection. HIV can also spread from an infected mother
to her newborn. HIV isn't spread through casual contact, such as shaking
hands, hugging, sneezing, sharing utensils, or using bathrooms.

Today, by taking a combination of HIV-fighting medicines (called
antiretroviral therapy), fewer Americans with HIV are developing
AIDS. And some HIV infections can now be prevented by taking daily
medications (called PrEP).
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Because of these advances, some people may think that there’s little need to

be concerned about HIV and AIDS. But nothing could be further from the truth.
Nationwide, more than 1 million people are infected with HIV, and each year
over 50,000 more become newly infected. About 1 in 7 Americans who have HIV
don't even realize they're infected, so they may be unknowingly spreading the
virus to others. The problem is even more severe in developing nations, especially
in parts of Africa.

“If you get a diagnosis of HIV infection, and you begin antiretroviral therapy in a
timely fashion, before your immune system becomes substantially compromised,
your prognosis is excellent,” says Dr. Anthony S. Fauci, NIH’s infectious disease
chief, who first began treating AIDS patients in the early 1980s. Studies show
that with early treatment, HIV levels may become so low that the virus becomes
undetectable in the blood. That lengthens life and reduces the risk of spreading
HIV to others. “If those who are infected stay on therapy, they can save their own
lives and also help keep HIV from infecting their sexual partners,” Fauci says.

Keeping HIV infections in check requires early diagnosis and taking daily HIV
medications for life. Even if it's undetectable in the blood, once a person’s been
infected with HIV, it remains forever hidden in the body. “HIV has the ability to
integrate itself into your cells and hide in an inactive form, called a reservoir,” says
Fauci. Although medicines can keep virus levels low, they don't clear out the viral
reservoir. So if treatment lapses, HIV comes out of hiding and rushes back into
the bloodstream.

INELC O A" 17002 Marcy Street, Suite 140 | Omaha, NE 68118 | 402.827.3590 | welcoa.org

SHOULD YOU GET
AN HIV TEST?

HIV tests involve a simple
cheek swab, finger prick,

or urine sample. Experts
recommend that you get
tested for HIV if you answer
yes to any of these questions:

= Have you had sex with
someone who is HIV-
positive or whose HIV
status you didn’t know
since your last HIV test?

= Have you injected drugs
and shared equipment
(such as needles or
syringes) with others?

* Have you exchanged sex
for food, shelter, drugs, or
money?

* Have you been diagnosed
with, or sought treatment
for a sexually transmitted
disease, like syphilis?

* Have you been diagnosed
with hepatitis or
tuberculosis (TB)?

= Have you had sex with
anyone who has any
of the risk factors listed
above or whose history
you don't know?



