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HIV – The Disease Process
Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) is the virus that causes Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS). HIV attacks the immune system, which gives our bodies the ability to fight infections. HIV finds and destroys a type of white blood cell (T cells or CD4 cells) that the immune system must have to fight disease.

HIV is passed from person to person through the exchange of bodily fluids. While the HIV virus can be found in all bodily fluids of an infected person, only these fluids contain enough HIV to transmit the virus:

· Blood
· Semen

· Breast Milk
· Vaginal Fluids

What are some of the ways bodily fluid is exchanged?

· Unprotected sex (anal, vaginal, or oral)

· Sharing Needles – IV drug use, tattooing, piercing

· Maternal/Child – Before, during and after birth, including breast-feeding.

HIV has not been proven to be passed on by saliva, urine, feces, sweat, tears, vomit or mucus. You cannot get the virus from casual contact such as shaking hands, hugging, or casual kissing.
AIDS is the final stage of HIV infection. It can take years for a person infected with HIV, even without treatment, to reach this stage. Having AIDS means that the virus has weakened the immune system to the point where the body has a hard time fighting infection. When someone has one or more specific infections, certain cancers, or a very low number of T cells, he or she is considered to have AIDS.
Early detection, treatment, and full involvement with the medication routine can slow the progression of the disease. There is no cure for the virus. Early treatment and following your health provider’s plan may slow the progression from HIV to AIDS.
If you have ever joined in activities that involve exchange of bodily fluids, you should be tested for HIV. It is important to know your status. Sexual preference does not mean someone is more at risk than another. Prevention is the key to staying healthy.

Remember: You can have a good sex life, even if you have HIV. If you are having a hard time dealing with negative feelings like anger or fear, you can get help. Talk to your doctor about support groups or counseling. Sex is a very tough topic for many people with HIV--you are not alone.
By reading this information, you are already taking a good first step toward a 
healthy sex life. Having good information will help you make good decisions.
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