[image: image1.png]Fact Sheet





Facts about HIV/AIDS

HIV (human immunodeficiency virus) is a virus that infects and kills cells in the immune system called T-helper cells. This weakens the immune system and gradually destroys the body’s ability to fight infections. HIV is the virus that causes AIDS (acquired immunodeficiency syndrome).  People infected with HIV are diagnosed with AIDS when they become sick with specific infections or when the number of their T-helper cells drops below 200. 

Transmission

HIV can be spread from an infected person in certain body fluids.  These body fluids are blood, semen, vaginal fluid, and breast milk.  The most common ways that HIV is spread are:
· Unprotected vaginal, anal, or oral sex with an infected person  

· Sharing needles or syringes with someone who has HIV

· From an infected mother to her baby during pregnancy, birth, or breastfeeding

HIV is not spread by casual contact of a person who is infected with HIV.  Casual contact includes sharing utensils, towels, bedding, telephones, and toilet seats.  Also, HIV cannot be spread by mosquitoes or other insects.  

Symptoms

Many people do not have symptoms when they first become infected with HIV.  Some people do experience a flu-like illness within a month after exposure to the virus. This illness may include:

· Fever

· Headache

· Tiredness

· Enlarged lymph nodes
These symptoms usually disappear within weeks and are often mistaken for those of another viral infection (such as the flu).  Having these symptoms does not necessarily mean that you have been infected with HIV; only an HIV test can tell you if you have HIV.  

More severe symptoms may not appear for up to 10 years or more after one has been infected with HIV.  As the immune system is being damaged by the virus, a variety of complications can occur.  Some symptoms often experienced before the onset of AIDS are:

· Lack of energy

· Weight loss

· Frequent fevers and night sweats

· Persistent yeast infections (oral or vaginal)

· Swollen lymph glands
· Mental symptoms such as confusion and forgetfulness

Prevention

The only way to prevent infection of HIV is to avoid behaviors that put a person at risk of infection, such as having unprotected sex and sharing needles.  Some ways to prevent HIV are:

· Abstinence from vaginal, anal, or oral sex.  Abstinence is the only 100% sure way to prevent the sexual transmission of HIV. 
· Using condoms correctly and consistently when having vaginal, anal, or oral sex can greatly reduce the chance of HIV transmission.
· Mutual monogamy.  Have sex with only person who is not infected with HIV and be sure that your partner is only having sex with you and doesn’t share needles with anyone
· Don’t use drugs or share needles.  If you are using drugs, get help to stop immediately.  If you are using needles, do not share them with anyone else.  This includes tattoo needles, or needles needed to give prescription medicine.  
· Get tested for HIV. Knowing your HIV status can prove to be invaluable to your life. Visit your doctor or local health department to find out more about testing. 
· Learn more about HIV and AIDS.  The more you know about HIV and AIDS, the better your chances are of never becoming infected with the virus. Visit your local health department for more information or call the CDC National AIDS Hotline, at 1-800-342-AIDS.  
Sources:  1. Maryland Department of Health and Mental Hygiene, 2. Department of Health and Human Services, National Institutes of Health, 3. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
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